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Understanding the “other” is perhaps the core strategic communication challenge of our time.   Nevertheless, it is not a task at which the United States excels, accustomed as we are to overcoming obstacles with superior resources and technology, rather than insight into the subjective realities of others.

The study of rumors, which are often unrelated or only tangentially related to objective facts, may be able to provide a shortcut to understanding the dominant perceptions and narratives that drive public opinion.  For example, the announced upgrading of the U.S. embassy in Pakistan in late 2009 led to a plethora of unfounded rumors about how up to 7,000 Marines would supposedly man the new embassy (the real number will be about 20), allegedly to serve as the first phase of a U.S. invasion of Pakistan.  The virulence of the rumor spoke volumes about underlying attitudes and suspicions in some sectors of Pakistani public opinion.  But, rather than examining rumors for the clues they can provide to perceptions that drive public opinion, they are typically dismissed as meaningless nonsense.  Although they may make no sense to us, they do make sense to others, which is why they should be seriously examined.

During the past twenty years, some of the major unfounded rumors about the United States have been:

· The United States invented the AIDS virus in a military laboratory

· Americans are adopting or kidnapping Latin American children for use in organ transplants

· Depleted uranium in munitions used by American military forces causes cancer and birth defects

· The U.S. government was complicit in the September 11 attacks, either actively encouraging the plot or passively allowing the attacks to occur after discovering it 

· The United States invaded Iraq as part of a war on Islam and/or a war for oil.

First, it must be stated that none of these allegations is true.  For refutations, see the U.S. Department of State “Conspiracy Theories and Misinformation” Web site, at http://www.america.gov/conspiracy_theories.html.

 But, despite their untrue nature, rumors contain a wealth of information about human fears, anxieties, wishes, and delusions, which are important because they drive perceptions and actions.
AIDS and “Folk Logic”
Puzzlement about the origin of the virus that causes AIDS is quite natural and was especially so in the 1980s, when the deadly disease seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.  There is now strong scientific evidence that the virus that causes most AIDS cases, HIV-1, spread to humans from a western equatorial African chimpanzee, Pan troglodytes troglodytes, probably around 1930.
  However, these discoveries came about twenty years after AIDS was first recognized in the late 1970s, during which time there was ample time for unfounded rumors about the origin of AIDS to spread.
AIDS was first recognized in New York City, despite the fact that the virus almost certainly originated in Africa.  Because the appearance of the disease was first noted in the United States, it “made sense” to many that it also had originated in the United States, a mistake no epidemiologist would make, but which seemed logical according to what might be called “folk logic,” which works largely by the power of superficial associations.  
In addition, as everyone knows, the United States is highly sophisticated technologically, so it also “made sense” that AIDS could have been invented the United States, even though this was far beyond the capacity of genetic engineering in the late 1970s.  However, this fact would only be known to scientists or other very well informed people, which comprise a very small percentage of the population.  In addition, facts about genetic engineering are difficult to communicate in common sense terms to a non-expert audience.
Many other advanced industrial countries had cutting edge medical technologies as well, but none had landed a man on the Moon.  To the folk mind, such a feat of stupendous technological achievement connotes superior technological prowess in a way that less spectacular, earthbound technological achievements do not.  Thus, it was easy for many to believe that the United States would be capable of technological achievements that were beyond the capacity of others.

Primitive “folk logic” operates in other circumstances as well.  For example, in the 1990s, polls showed a large percentage of Australians believed that Japan possessed nuclear weapons, which was and is not true.  According to cognitive anthropologist Robert Deutsch, who was working as a consultant to the Japanese Foreign Ministry at the time, the Japanese government wanted to send spokesmen to Australia in an effort to dispel this myth, but Deutsch counseled that this would be a waste of time because of Australian perceptions that Japan was a threat, due to Japan’s actions in the 1930s and World War II, and its reputation as being technologically advanced. Primitive folk logic would combine these perceptions and come to the seemingly logical conclusion that Japan possessed nuclear weapons.  Deutsch believed that facts and reason would not be enough to dispel a perception so strongly rooted in primitive folk logic.

Deutsch has argued that the concept of “emotional logic” should guide much of our analysis in the area of how people perceive others and events, an argument I find persuasive.  
The “Baby Parts” Rumor: Fear and the Appeal of Shifting Blame
The so-called “baby parts” rumor, which exploded in the world press between 1987 and 1996, falsely claimed that Americans (or Europeans or Israelis) were adopting or kidnapping children from Latin America (or South Korea, Eastern Europe, the former Soviet Union, and other areas), in order to use their organs for transplantation.  There is no evidence that this ever occurred, but the rumor swept through the world press, with variants of it winning the top journalism prizes in France in 1995 and in Spain in 1996.
  
The power of this rumor is a testimony to the power of fear, especially primitive and very powerful fears about body integrity and regarding children, who are the most treasured and vulnerable members of society.  Giving up a child for adoption is an emotionally wrenching decision, which doubtlessly inspires pangs of guilt in many and understandable fears about how a young child or infant will survive in an unfamiliar environment, which is the case when inter-country adoption is involved.  
The “baby parts” rumor provided a way to voice these fears in story form, casting the adoptive parents or others in the adoptive society as supposed devil figures, with the adopted children playing the role of sacrificial victims.  Thus, the rumor provided a way to voice fears about the fate of the abandoned child, while shifting the focus of blame from guilt about one’s own role to a foreign “other” who had supposedly committed a heinous crime.  The emotional logic was impeccable.  Egregious sins by others are imagined, which allows those who feel guilt about their actions to express fears they may have repressed and then to minimize the negative feelings they may have about themselves by shifting blame to others.
Depleted Uranium:  The Power of Associations
Widespread, unwarranted fears about depleted uranium demonstrate the power that associations play in folk logic.  Depleted uranium (DU) is a very slightly radioactive heavy metal that is used in U.S. munitions, especially anti-tank rounds, because its unique properties make it superb at penetrating heavy armor and destroying armored vehicles such as tanks.  Depleted uranium is created when natural uranium, which is “one of the least radioactive substances among the unstable isotopes on the planet,” is enriched in order to make fuel for nuclear power plants or weapons-grade uranium.  The by-product of this enrichment process is known as depleted uranium, because it has been depleted of much of its radioactivity, usually about 40%.
  
Depleted uranium is still a dangerous substance, like all heavy metals.  But the danger it poses comes mostly from its chemical properties, not its very slight radioactivity.
  Nevertheless, DU has generated hysterical fears, especially in NATO countries in late 2000 and early 2001, following the Kosovo conflict.  DU has also been widely blamed for causing cancer and birth defects in Iraq and other countries, despite the fact that 39 U.S. servicemen with depleted uranium shrapnel in their bodies from friendly fire in the 1991 Gulf war had not suffered any adverse health impacts due to uranium exposure more than ten years later.
  Many of the veterans have very high levels of uranium in their urine samples, but a 1999 study concluded, "there is no evidence of adverse clinical outcomes associated with uranium exposure at this time in any of these individuals" despite the fact that they are walking around with pieces of depleted uranium up 20 mm long inside their bodies.
  
Again, superficial folk logic seems to be at work.  The word “uranium” is closely associated with the atomic bomb, Hiroshima, fallout, radiation sickness, cancer, and birth defects.  These powerful associations are evoked by the word uranium, even if the uranium in question is only very slightly radioactive.  The technical term “depleted uranium” does not communicate well in common sense terms.  “Depleted of what?” is the logical question and the answer is not readily apparent.  If depleted uranium were called “barely radioactive uranium,” the emotional response it engenders might perhaps be less.  As a test of the power of associations, compare your emotional, gut reactions to the phrases “depleted uranium” and “depleted tungsten.”  There is no such substance as depleted tungsten, but ordinary tungsten and depleted uranium are probably roughly as dangerous as the other because both are heavy metals.  But few have panicked reactions to the word tungsten.
September 11 Conspiracy Theories and Emotional Logic
Conspiracy theories about the September 11 attacks center on the false notion that the United States knew about the attacks in advance and chose to let them proceed or, even more absurdly, took an active role in plotting the attacks.  The supposed motive was so that the U.S. government could launch an aggressive war in the Middle East and/or crackdown on opponents at home.

In this conspiracy theory, as in the other previously mentioned rumors about the U.S. government, the level of cynicism that is assumed is astounding.  Yet, the sad fact is that these fringe-group views are held by large numbers of people, both in the United States and around the world.  
In the United States, a 2006 poll by Scripps Howard found that “thirty-six percent of [U.S.] respondents overall said it is "very likely" or "somewhat likely" that federal officials either participated in the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon or took no action to stop them ‘because they wanted the United States to go to war in the Middle East.’”
  Not surprisingly, the same poll found that anger against the federal government was at record levels, with 54 percent saying they "personally are more angry" at the government than they used to be.”
  The two findings are probably not coincidental, as the poll noted that “seventy percent of people who give credence to [anti U.S. government conspiracy] theories also say they've become angrier with the federal government than they used to be.”

The article noted:

The Scripps Survey Research Center at Ohio University has tracked the level of resentment people feel toward the federal government since 1995, starting shortly after Timothy McVeigh bombed the federal building in Oklahoma City. Forty-seven percent then said they, personally, feel "more angry at the federal government" than they used to. That percentage dropped to 42 percent in 1997, 34 percent in 1998 and only 12 percent shortly after 9/11 during the groundswell of patriotism and support for the government after the attacks.

But the new survey found that 77 percent say their friends and acquaintances have become angrier with government recently and 54 percent say they, themselves, have become angrier — both record levels.

During the summer of 2006, when the poll was taken, shortly before the 2007 surge, pessimism about the war in Iraq and corresponding anger against the U.S. government was very high.  Although I do not have hard polling data to support it, it is my recollection that belief in conspiracy theories seemed to peak when pessimism about the war in Iraq was most widespread, from 2004 to mid 2007.  In similar fashion, belief in conspiracy theories in Pakistan seems to have escalated with the increase in internal conflict in that country.  In short, when those in authority seem to be acting competently and fairly and events seem “in control,” belief in conspiracy theories seems to recede, but when those in authority are seen to be acting incompetently and events seem “out of control,” belief in conspiracy theories appears to increase.  This natural balancing, which posits that a highly centralized, virtually omniscient, all-powerful, ultra-competent, extraordinarily evil, controlling authority  is actually secretly in charge when events seem most out of control, makes sense if one accepts the premise that conspiracy theories are based in “emotional logic.”
It should also be noted that belief in other hard-to-determine notions fluctuates dramatically with changing times and moods.  Thus, a November 2009 article noted that belief in global warming among Americans peaked in mid 2006, when pessimism about the war in Iraq was also at or near its peak.
  The article noted:
Since its peak 3½ years ago, belief that climate change is happening is down sharply among Republicans — 76 to 54 percent — and independents — 86 to 71 percent. It dipped more modestly among Democrats, from 92 to 86 percent.

Thus, the sense that the immediate, tangible political environment is careening out of control may correlate with a belief that the long-run, intangible, physical environment is similarly out of control.  

The fact that Republicans, independents, and Democrats hold such widely varying views about global warming is testimony to the large degree that non-factual related value structures appear to play in forming beliefs about seemingly objective phenomena.  However, even more than value structures, temperament—ineffable feelings—seems to be a key determinant in many beliefs.  A 2006 Pew report noted longstanding, substantial differences in happiness among Americans with different political affiliations:

Some 45% of all Republicans report being very happy, compared with just 30% of Democrats and 29% of independents. This finding has also been around a long time; Republicans have been happier than Democrats every year since the General Social Survey began taking its measurements in 1972.

Pew notes that some of the difference is due to the fact that, in general, Republicans make more money than Democrats, and happiness tends to increase as income increases.  But they also note:

But even this explanation only goes so far. If one controls for household income, Republicans still hold a significant edge: that is, poor Republicans are happier than poor Democrats; middle-income Republicans are happier than middle-income Democrats, and rich Republicans are happier than rich Democrats.

For example, the report notes that, among those making $30,000 to $50,000 per year, 44 percent of Republicans described themselves as happy, whereas only 23 percent of Democrats did—a marked difference.
  
In sum, feelings often trump facts in determining beliefs.  In addition, fear and suspicions seem to peak when events feel out of control and recede when events return more to normal.  Thus, war and the fear and anxiety it breeds are a natural accelerant of conspiracy theories and rumors.

Iraq:  A  Supposed “War for Oil” and Materialist Thinking
One widespread conspiracy theory is that the United States invaded Iraq not because of concern about weapons of mass destruction finding their way into the hands of terrorists, but because the United States was waging a “war for oil.”  

In actuality, the amount of oil that the United States imports from the Persian/Arabian Gulf is only a small percentage of its needs, compared to domestic production and imports from other countries.  As of the end of November 2009, the top eight petroleum importers into the United States in 2009 were, in order:  Canada, Mexico, Venezuela, Saudi Arabia, Nigeria, Russia, Algeria, and Angola.  Iraq ranked ninth.
  But many people find materialist thinking—the simplistic belief that people are overwhelmingly motivated by pure greed, rather than the complicated set of motivations that exists in the real world, persuasive.  They impute simplistic, unidimensional motives to U.S. leaders.  The ideology of Marxism, which held many in thrall in the 20th century and continues to appeal to many, is a testament to the power of simplistic materialist thinking.
The “War on Islam” and Historical Animosities

The other major conspiracy about the war in Iraq was that it is part of an alleged U.S. “war on Islam,” a notion that is popular in some Muslim communities.  Of course, European Christendom and Islam have been neighbors and historical adversaries since the 7th century, which creates powerful historical antecedents for the mistaken idea that the United States is at war with Islam.
Fear Factor
Reflecting on the nature of the predominant rumors about the United States in recent years, one is struck by the central role that fear and imagined maliciousness play in all of them.  The United States is suspected of committing the most dastardly deeds imaginable.  

Regarding what these conspiracy theories and unfounded rumors tell us about nature of human belief, we can conclude that:

· Many people have a strong tendency to frame issues involving danger or fear in a simplistic, good vs. evil, moral framework

· Finding an enemy “devil figure” to blame for real or imagined sins seems to be a deep-rooted, widespread human tendency
· Primitive “folk logic,” based largely on feelings  and superficial associations is often more important than facts and reason
· Fear is a dominant emotion

· Fears and accompanying rumors and conspiracy theories rise during times when events seem out of control

· Simplistic, unidimensional materialist thinking has great appeal
· Long-standing historical animosities are easy to ignite.

In what is even more troubling, the tendency to see the world in a simplistic, good vs. evil, overly moralized framework, centered on an ultra competent devil figure, is present not just in conspiracy theories, but also in utopian, revolutionary movements, such as communism, fascism, and revolutionary Islamist jihadism.  Such movements embrace conspiracy theory thinking but also have a more activist agenda, promising a utopian return to an idyllic past after a necessary period of revolution and wholescale destruction.

What could be causing such widespread fears and suspicions?  Is this an innate part of human nature, part of the modern condition, or both?

The Centrality of Morality and the Sacred to Human Experience

Sociologist Christian Smith argues in his book Moral, Believing Animals: Human Personhood and Culture, that “human culture is always moral order” and that “human persons are fundamentally inescapably moral and believing animals who cannot grow, live, or act apart from moral bearings.”
  Smith adduces little evidence for his judgments, but they are consistent with the moralizing impulse—one might fairly characterize it as a compulsion—evident in conspiracy theories.
Smith also characterizes humans as believing, as well as moral, creatures, stating that “all human persons, no matter how well educated, how scientific, how knowledgeable, are, at bottom, believers.” (emphasis in original), with subjective, differing views on which beliefs should be considered inviolable.
  As Smith notes:
We are highly sensitive about what is sacred to us, fervent, impassioned, and defensive if necessary.  We are prepared to sacrifice for the sacred, in some cases to die and perhaps to kill for it.  Again, not every sacred is religious.  The sacred may center on fatherland, liberty, science, the party, the proletariat, the environment, equality, the nation, sexual fulfillment.  But inevitably there appear in human communities objects of belief of such worth and significance that they evoke the devotion, veneration, sacrifice and assiduous protection of and from their believers.

False rumors alleging that guards at Guantanamo Bay had flushed a Quran down a toilet were extraordinarily powerful because they involved the alleged desecration of a sacred object.  This falsehood probably arose because of special sensitivities about the sacred.  The evidence from a comprehensive investigation by U.S. Southern Command of 31,000 documents revealed not only that no such incident ever occurred, it also highlighted how such inaccurate rumors can start.  It reported, with regard to one incident:
About 18 July 2002, a detainee dropped his Koran while being restrained by a guard in preparation for a movement.  The Arabic-speaking detainees in the cells nearby yelled that guards had dropped the Quran.  As detainees communicated from block to block spreading the story, the story changed to say that guards had ripped pages out of the Koran, and later it changed to say that guards had thrown the Koran in the toilet.

Thus, an inadvertent act was quickly transformed into one of alleged desecration, presumably because of the enormous sensitivities surrounding the sacred.  The “baby parts” rumor is also structured similarly: the most ghastly acts are imagined against the most vulnerable and treasured members of society, just as in Guantanamo the most abominable acts were imagined against one of Islam’s most sacred objects.  The dynamic is similar to that of false rumors during the 1991 Gulf War that U.S. soldiers were throwing beer cans on the Prophet’s tomb.
Modernity’s Challenge to the Sacred
All around the world, modernity is posing innumerable threats and challenges to traditional sacreds.

In Karen Armstrong’s book, A Short History of Myth, she characterizes human beings as “meaning-seeking creatures” who “have always been mythmakers,” noting that, “from the very beginning we invented stories that enabled us to place our lives in a larger setting, that revealed an underlying pattern, and gave us a sense that, against all the depressing and chaotic evidence to the contrary, life had meaning and value.”

Armstrong notes that in recent times a “logical, pragmatic, and scientific mode of thought,” which she refers to as logos, has come to dominate modern societies.
  She believes logos is increasingly at odds with mythos, mythology, “an art form that points beyond history to what is timeless in human existence.”
   She cautions that “it is a mistake … to regard myth as an inferior mode of thought, which can be cast aside when human beings have attained the age of reason.”

Armstrong believes that “our modern alienation from myth,” which connects us to the sacred, is “unprecedented,” noting that “in the pre-modern world, mythology was indispensable.”
  As Obi-wan Kenobi might put it, modernity seems to have caused a disturbance in the Force.  As logos continues to claim a greater hold on our minds and traditional forms of myth, such as religion, are discredited, mythos may emerge in dysfunctional ways, in the form of conspiracy theories, millenarian catastrophisms, and totalitarian, utopian ideologies.  
Smith notes that “Emile Durkheim rightly taught that every social order has at its core the sacred.  … the center of any collective identity is not instrumental functionality but believed-in ideals and images that are sacred—that are, for the social order, set apart, hallowed, protected, inviolable.”
  As he noted above, people are prepared to die and to kill others in order to keep the sacred from being violated.  Thus, modernity’s challenges to traditional sacreds may stimulate not only virulent anti-American conspiracy theories, but also millenarian catatrophism (a cognitive complement to the feeling that the world as we know it is coming to an end), and totalitarian, utopian ideologies, including Nazism, communism, and Islamist jihadism, which promise the return of a lost golden age (the restoration of the sacred) after a necessary period of mass murder and wholescale destruction (an Armageddon pitting the forces of the sacred against the devil figures of profane modernity).  
Modernity and Fundamentalism 
Karen Armstrong argues, in The Battle for God, that the religious fundamentalisms that puzzle and bedevil many today are inescapably modern.  She writes:

fundamentalism … is an essentially twentieth-century movement.  It is a reaction against the scientific and secular culture that first appeared in the West, but which has since taken root in other parts of the world.  …  The fundamentalist movements that have evolved in our own day have a symbiotic relationship with modernity.  They may reject the scientific rationalism of the West, but they cannot escape it.
  

Armstrong says that what she called the fundamentalist “battle for God” is “an attempt to fill the void at the heart of a society based on scientific rationalism.”
  She writes that fundamentalisms
are embattled forms of spirituality, which have emerged as a response to a perceived crisis.  They are engaged in a conflict with enemies whose secular policies and beliefs seem inimical to religion itself.  Fundamentalists do not regard this battle as a conventional political struggle, but experience it as a cosmic war between the forces of good and evil.  They fear annihilation and try to fortify their beleaguered identity by means of a selective retrieval of certain doctrines and practices of the past.  To avoid contamination, they often withdraw from mainstream society to create a counterculture; yet fundamentalists are not impractical dreamers.  They have absorbed the pragmatic rationalism of modernity, and, under the guidance of their charismatic leaders, they refine these “fundamentals” so as to create an ideology that provides the faithful with a plan of action.  Eventually, they fight back and attempt to resacralize an increasingly skeptical world.

A World Perceived as Out-of-Control
Cognitive anthropologist Robert Deutsch, who conducts focus groups around the world for corporations trying to understand consumer attitudes and behavior, notes that the main context of the world today is “too”—the world is experienced as “too complex, too competitive, and too fast.”
  One might sum up this feeling by saying that, for many, the world today seems out of control.  
As noted above, the ultra-control, devil figure fantasies of conspiracy theories may represent an emotionally-based cognitive rebellion against the feeling that events are out of control; that evil forces are violating the sacred.  Conspiracy theories provide an emotionally logical response to these out-of-control, violation-of-the-sacred feelings by postulating that some secret, ultra-competent, all seeing, all powerful, deeply malevolent force is at fault.  Thus, rather than chaos, which no one can quell, an unjust order exists, which implicitly suggests that a just order can be restored by defeating evil.  Totalitarian, utopian ideologies make the same promise to restore the true and just by defeating evil.  Millenarian catastrophisms, which focus on the negative feeling that the world is coming to an end, can either wallow in passive defeatism or be the backdrop to a clarion call to action to prevent the presumed catastrophe.  

To varying degrees, the theme of fighting evil is at the core of all three phenomena.  It is also at the heart of what folklorist Joseph Campbell called the monomyth, the heroic myth common to virtually all cultures.
Conspiracy Theories and the Monomyth
Conspiracy theories can be thought of as a perverse form of the “monomyth,” which was summarized by Campbell as: “a hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.”

In contrast, the conspiracy theory narrative might be described as the lazy man’s (or couch potato’s) monomyth, in which the protagonist is not a hero, but rather a whiner.  He or she does not combat evil, but instead just complains about it.  No risks are taken; fabulous, evil forces are claimed to exist, but no effort is made to challenge them; no battle is joined, and no victory won.  The only special power the protagonist possesses is the supposedly special nature of his or her insight, which allegedly enables him or her to comprehend hidden machinations that ordinary mortals cannot perceive.

Despite its distinctly non-heroic nature, the conspiracy theory posits a psychologically familiar world of good and evil, in which the “other” is seen as evil, immoral, and motivated only by power, greed, and a demonic wish to dominate.  
Totalitarian, utopian ideologies follow the monomyth very closely.  They believe in actively fighting the alleged devil figure and confidently look forward to their ultimate triumph, even if they are tiny and relatively powerless.  Millenarian catastrophisms, as noted above, can be more prone to passive defeatism.  In conspiracy theories, despite the fact that extraordinarily villainous forces are thought to wield unheard-of power, there is the odd, somewhat complacent sense that life goes on, regardless.  
Myth Management: The Need for a Meta-Narrative of Modernity
Conspiracy theories can serve as a reminder that others see the world in vastly different ways than we do, that subjective perceptions often trump objective realities, and that we are well advised to take these subjective realities into account when shaping strategic communication strategies.  Given such psychological realities, our response should perhaps be conceived of as what might be called “myth management”—an attempt to somehow address the “emotional logic” of conspiracy theories, in addition to the reason-based function of debunking them rationally and factually.  In order to respond in a holistic way to conspiracy theories, millenarian catastrophism, and totalitarian, utopian ideologies, we may need to construct narratives that speak to the emotional realities they express, albeit in a way that is grounded in reality rather than fantasy-based cosmologies they offer.  
Sayyid Qutb’s landmark book Milestones begins with the alarming assertion that “Mankind today is on the brink of a precipice ….”
  Qutb goes on to say that this is so because “humanity is devoid of those vital values which are necessary not only for its healthy development but also for its real progress,” asserting that Islam, as he defines it, is “the only system which possesses these values and this way of life.”
 
There are many who apparently find this argument intuitively convincing.  We might have more success in addressing them if we were to acknowledge that the emotional feelings they express are valid.  For many today, it may feel like the world is on the brink of a precipice.  There are good reasons why people can feel like this, although they may have more to do with the unpleasant psychological side effects that are part of the turmoil created by the inexorable forces of modernity, rather than machinations by unjust foes that can be vanquished in order to defeat evil and restore order.  As strategist Edward Luttwak has opined, “convinced Islamists” have a “perfectly understandable hostility … towards the transgressive west that relentlessly invades their minds, and sometimes their countries.”

Every heroic narrative must contain an enemy; otherwise, there would be nothing against which to fight.  Modernity itself could be put forward as a candidate for this role.  It should be acknowledged that, in many ways, modernity is a bane, as well as a boon.  It has brought undreamed of prosperity, but also for many, anguish, dislocation and a difficult challenge to identity, cherished traditions, and the sacred.  It should be stressed that the inexorable process of modernity is the source of these problems, rather than the West, although the West has acted as the carrier of modernity to many parts of the world.

Accelerating, disorienting change has become a constant of life perhaps more than ever before.  Despite its many material benefits, modernity has been a very trying and, in many ways, upsetting development.  As a participant at one of Dr. Deutsch’s focus groups put it, “Things are always advancing and getting better—sometimes for the worst.”
  It makes sense to think and talk about this enormous elephant in the room.

“War of Ideas” or “Collision of Narratives?”

Much has been made of the so-called “war of ideas.”  But perhaps the main challenge facing U.S. public diplomacy and strategic communication today is not a “war of ideas” but a “collision of narratives,” another problem caused by modernity.  As rapid technological change, especially in communication, implodes barriers among countries, the sacred narratives that guide different societies find themselves colliding, often with violent effect.  Thus, the paramount strategic communication challenge of our time is to understand the narratives that guide others and ourselves, so that we are able to craft communication strategies that take the irreducible basics of subjective perceptions into account.   

Smith argues, in Moral, Believing Animals:

Modern liberal democratic capitalism, and the cultural ontology that floats it, is now, through the process of globalization and marketing, colonizing most regions of the world and most aspects of our lives.

We are very familiar with the story of how a hegemonic medieval Catholic feudalism unified the worldview of the “Middle Ages,” making it nearly impossible for peasants and lords alike to imagine anything other.  …

What may be less clear today is that liberal democratic capitalism is effecting a similar outcome.  Its suppositional beliefs, its deeply trusted assumptions, its elemental cultural ontology have become nearly invisible to us precisely because it has become ubiquitous and dominant.  We thus mistake its set of historically recent, culturally relative, and reasonably contestable assumptions about the nature and purpose of human persons and society for the way things actually are.

Smith gives brief descriptions of a number of competing narratives, including what he calls the Christian narrative, the Militant Islamic Resurgence narrative, the American Experiment narrative, the Capitalist Prosperity narrative, the Progressive Socialism narrative, the Scientific Enlightenment narrative, the Expressive Romantic narrative, the Unity with Brahman narrative, the Liberal Progress narrative, and the Chance and Purposeless narrative.  There are, of course, many others.
Mapping Narratives: Making the Implicit Explicit
As a first step toward better understanding ourselves and others, it makes sense to construct thumbnail sketches of the narratives that are at the heart of belief, in order to make explicit the implicit, taken-for-granted assumptions that different groups hold about the world.  Thus, Smith describes the “American Experiment” narrative as:

Once upon a time, our ancestors lived in an Old World where they were persecuted for religious beliefs and oppressed by established aristocracies. Land was scarce, freedoms denied, and futures bleak. But then brave and visionary men like Columbus opened up a New World, and our freedom-loving forefathers crossed the oceans to carve out of a wilderness a new civilization. Through bravery, ingenuity, determination, and goodwill, our forebears forged a way of life where men govern themselves, believers worship in freedom, and where anyone can grow rich and become president. This America is genuinely new, a clean break from the past, a historic experiment in freedom and democracy standing as a city on a hill shining a beacon of hope to guide a dark world into a future of prosperity and liberty. It deserves our honor, our devotion, and possibly the commitment of our very lives for its defense.

He describes another core American narrative, the “Liberal Progress” narrative, in this way:

Once upon a time, the vast majority of human persons suffered in societies and social institutions that were unjust, unhealthy, repressive, and oppressive.  These traditional societies were reprehensible because of their deep-rooted inequality, exploitation, and irrational

traditionalism—all of which made life very unfair, unpleasant, and short.  But the noble human aspiration for autonomy, equality, and prosperity struggled mightily against the forces of misery and oppression, and eventually succeeded in establishing modern, liberal, democratic, capitalist, welfare societies. While modern social conditions hold the potential to maximize the individual freedom and pleasure of all, there is much work to be done to dismantle the powerful vestiges of inequality, exploitation, and repression.  This struggle for the good society in which individuals are equal and free to pursue their self-defined happiness is the one mission truly worth dedicating one’s life to achieving.
  
Narratives from other countries and parts of the world can be quite different.  For example, Smith describes the “Militant Islamic Resurgence” narrative as:
Once upon a time, even while Europe was stumbling through its medieval darkness, a glorious Muslim empire and civilization led the world in all manner of science, art, technology, and culture.  Islam prospered for many centuries under faithful submission to Allah.  But then, crusading Infidels from the Northwest invaded the land of Islam and subjugated us.  Once glorious, Islam has now suffered endless humiliations, infidelities, and corruptions through Western colonialism, secularism, socialism, communism, mass consumerism, feminism, and eroticism.  Now arrogant Western infidelity desecrates the sacred lands of Mohamed and Palestine with its armies, and by backing our Jewish enemies.  But today the tide is finally turning.  Islam has awoken and is now returning to fidelity and glory, with a new vision of devotion to faith. All believers must submit themselves to Allah and devote their lives to a holy war to drive out the infidels both at home and abroad.

Smith notes that all narratives share certain essential elements:

· “a set of characters or actors who are the subjects and objects of action”

· plots: “the plot’s beginning generally sets the story’s content and structure, the middle introduces a significant problem or conflict that the characters must address, and the end involves some outcome or resolution of the problem or conflict.”

· “significant points … designed to draw the audience to an explanation, a revelation, an understanding, or an insight about life and the world.”

Smith makes the point that the major Western narratives, such as the “American Experience” narrative, the “Liberal Progress” narrative, the “Capitalist Prosperity” narrative, the “Scientific Enlightenment” narrative, the “Progressive Socialist” narrative, and the “Expressive Romantic” narrative have plots that “parallel and sometimes mimic” the larger Christian metanarrative, which he describes as:
A personal, loving, holy God created the heavens and earth for his own glory, making humans in his very image, and establishing a relationship of care and friendship with humanity. Tragically, however, humans in pride have chosen to rebel against and reject God, the source of all life and happiness, thus plunging the world into all manner of evil, death, and spiritual blindness.  But the love and grace of God is more powerful and determined than the sin of humanity, so through Israel God continued his covenant relationship to redeem the world from its sin.  Rather than allowing creation to reap death and utter destruction as the full and just consequence of sin, God himself became human and freely took upon himself those evil consequences.  Through the undeserved crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ, God conquered death, set aright the broken relationship, and opened a way for the redemption of creation.  God now calls all people to respond through his Spirit to this divine love and grace by repenting from sin and walking in a new life of friendship with and obedience to God in the church and in the world.  Those who persist in their denial of God’s love will finally get exactly what they want, the end of which is death.  But those who embrace God will enjoy and worship him together as his people forever in a new heaven and earth.

Smith also includes a “Modernity” narrative, which he describes as:

Many years ago, our human ancestors huddled around fires listening to shamans and elders telling imaginative stories by which they made sense of their world and their lives in it.  They told myths about the world’s origins, and about how they as people came to be.  They told legends about mighty heroes of old, about overcoming great adversity, about visions of the future.  They narrated tales of moral struggle, about people good and bad, and about what happens to naughty children.  They recounted myths about fairies, spirits, gods, and powerful cosmic forces.  By narrating such fictional stories, our ancestors recounted meaningful explanations of a world that was to them mysterious and dangerous—and entertained themselves in the process.  As primitives, telling such stories, myths, and legends was the only way they knew how to explain the world and contemplate how to live in it.  …
But all that has changed.  We moderns no longer have to huddle around fires telling fanciful myths about creations, floods, trials, conquests, and hoped-for paradises.  Science, industry, rationality, and technology have dispelled the darkness and ignorance that once held the human race captive to its fanciful tales.  Today, through progress, enlightenment, and cultural evolution, we now possess positive knowledge, scientific facts, rational analyses.  We no longer need to be a people of ballads and legends, for we are a people of periodic tables, technical manuals, genetic maps, and computer codes.  We may tell fables to our children about wolves and witches and arks.  But the adult world is one of modern, scientific information, facts, and knowledge.  We have left behind myths and legends.  We are now educated, rational, analytical.  Indeed, by struggling to break out of the fear and ignorance of our ancestral mythmaking past into the clear daylight of rational, scientific knowledge, we have opened up for the human race a future of greater prosperity, longevity, and happiness.

Smith makes it clear that this narrative is just as unprovable and belief-based as what we would view as much more primitive ones.

Conclusion
The study of conspiracy theories demonstrates the strong predilection that many have to interpret events in a morally-centered, good vs. evil framework, and the related very strong urge to blame an ultra competent devil figure for problems caused by more impersonal forces.  This tendency is more than a mere curiosity because it also appears to be present in the much more alarming phenomenon of totalitarian, utopian ideologies, as well as millenarian catastrophisms.  Finding a way to respond to these thought dysfunctions is particularly relevant because the threat that modernity poses to traditional sacreds is unprecedented and likely to grow.  The emotional logic of this situation is that the United States, as the symbol and frequent carrier of modernity, will be cast as the devil figure not only in anti-American conspiracy theories, but also in the cosmologies of both millenarian catastrophisms and totalitarian, utopian ideologies, as all these phenomena seem to spring from the affronts that modernity causes to traditional sacreds.
What can public diplomacy and strategic communication do in this situation?  Cognitive anthropologist and communications consultant Robert Deutsch has argued:
The core task for U.S. public diplomacy is not persuasion, but evoking the bond of identification in the service of people’s sense of self-expansion.  People—all people— possess a story about themselves that they tell to themselves, involving aspects of their lives that are latent and not fully constituted.  If we can show that we understand them and the stories they have about themselves, their attachment to and regard for us will grow.  This kind of connection can only be achieved if Americans relate to foreign publics in terms of the paradoxes, existential dilemmas, core narratives, and self-images that are the most important aspects in all our lives.

Following Deutsch’s logic, the central strategic communication challenge of the current era is to fashion a meta-narrative that acknowledges the felt validity of not only the “modernity vs. tradition” meta-clash but also the sacred story lines of other narratives, while demonstrating that we possess a growing sense of perspective on the idiosyncrasies and foibles of our own unexamined, sacred narratives.  Deutsch has recommended the following process for building rapport with others:

First, audiences must be approached in terms of their familiar, with which they are comfortable, utilizing communications that evoke their core narratives and metaphors about the world and themselves. Novel ideas are off-putting; they are dislocating and require too much effort.

Second, we must communicate that we understand the target audience. By showing we understand them, we make them feel safe. In response, they will not feel threatened. If they feel threatened by us, or by our advocacy of what is novel and unaccustomed, they will reject the messages we send.

Third, we must make the audience’s familiar novel by outlining a grand narrative in which we offer a way that, working together, both we and the target audience renew and expand our senses of self. We must communicate the sense that we have the power, through our insights and capabilities, to help the target audience become more authentically itself.

Karen Armstrong argues, in A Short History of Myth, that effective myths must correspond to the fundamental human condition and psychological needs of the time, noting that “whenever they enter a new era of history, people change their ideas of both humanity and divinity.”
  In the hunting era of the Paleolithic, the religions of the time apparently centered on the awe-inspiring sky above and the spirits of animals.  Armstrong believes that such mythology helped Paleolithic man come to grips with ambivalence caused by the necessity to kill animals, with which primitive man felt a strong connection.
  Even today, in an age of industrialized slaughter, many people are troubled by the killing of animals.
When agriculture was invented, the primordial earth goddess, who gives birth to food and life, began to be venerated.  The ever-present threat of famine was uppermost in people’s minds, and “rituals were designed to replenish [the earth’s] power lest it exhaust itself.”
 
After urban life developed, causing people to live in large numbers together, religions and philosophies emerged in the so-called “axial age” from roughly 800 to 200 BCE—Confucianism and Taoism in China, Buddhism and Hinduism in India, monotheism in the Middle East, and Greek rationalism in Europe—that stressed treating others with respect, justice, and compassion, not just strict adherence to sacred rites.
  

Armstrong points out that Western modernity, “the child of logos,” poses unprecedented challenges to myths formed in earlier periods.  In modern times, myth has been denigrated as “useless, false, and outmoded,” culminating in Nietzsche’s proclamation that “God is dead.”
   But, Armstrong says, “logos has never been able to provide human beings with the sense of significance that they seemed to require.” 
  She writes:
We are myth-making creatures and, during the twentieth century, we saw some very destructive modern myths, which have ended in massacre and genocide.  …  These destructive mythologies have been narrowly racial, ethnic, denominational and egotistic, an attempt to exalt the self by demonizing the other.  …  We cannot counter these bad myths with reason alone, because undiluted logos cannot deal with such deep-rooted, unexorcised fears, desires and neuroses.  That is the role of an ethically and spiritually informed mythology.

Armstrong does not suggest that we aspire to create a new religion.  But, she says, we need to construct myths that speak to today’s realities.
The difficult, transformative adjustment to modernity is the virtually universal meta-story of today.  Mankind’s ceaseless striving, which has created modernity, has many heroic elements.  But, if, in addition to stressing the positive, we also speak from the heart about the phenomenon of “modernity and its discontents,” this can provide a context within which we can not only discuss the sacred narratives of others and of ourselves, but perhaps also begin to strike a responsive chord with others, to create the bond of identification with them, and, by doing so, start to seem like less of a foreign “other,” prone to be cast as the devil figure in the fear-and anxiety-driven, dark cosmologies of conspiracy theories, millenarian catastrophisms, and hateful, totalitarian, utopian ideologies.  

In Moral, Believing Animals, Smith recounts what he calls the Community Lost narrative:

Once upon a time, people lived together in local, face-to-face communities where we knew and took care of each other.  Life was simple and sometimes hard.  But we lived in harmony with nature, laboring honestly at the plough and in handicraft.  Life was securely woven in homespun fabrics of organic, integrated culture, faith, and tradition.  We truly knew who we were and felt deeply for our land, our kin, our customs.  But then a dreadful thing happened.  Folk community was overrun by the barbarisms of modern industry, urbanization, rationality, science, fragmentation, anonymity, transience, and mass production.  Faith began to erode, social trust dissipate, folk customs vanish.  Work became alienating, authentic feelings repressed, neighbors strangers, and life standardized and rationalized.  Those who knew the worth of simplicity, authentic feeling, nature, and custom resisted the vulgarities and uniformities of modernity.  But all that remains today are tattered vestiges of a world we have lost.  The task of those who see clearly now is to memoralize and celebrate folk community, mourn its ruin, and resist and denounce the depravities of modern, scientific rationalism that would kill the human spirit.

If we combine this mournful narrative with the more optimistic ones of Modernity and Liberal Progress, we can devise a combined narrative that speaks about both the promises and pain of modernity, how it is simultaneously a boon and a bane.  Such a paradoxical message could strike a more responsive chord among the malcontents of societies, who form the pool of potential believers in conspiracy theories, millenarian catastrophisms, and totalitarian, utopian ideologies.  As Robert Deutsch has observed: 
Modern research shows that people reason “emotionally,” often see the world in the contradictory terms of paradox, and crave the respect and satisfaction that only comes

when they feel their identities—more than their interests—are understood and valued.

The Advantages of Changing the Context

Making modernity the meta-context yields two advantages in reframing.

First, it shifts the context of terrorism from the good vs. evil, monomyth framework, which can work for us but often works against us, in accordance with the saying that “one man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.”  Recasting terrorism, and the totalitarian, utopian ideologies from which it springs, as one of the unfortunately unavoidable aspects of modernity removes terrorism from the good vs. evil context of the monomyth and de-glamorizes it.  It should be recast, instead, as an unfortunate, unglamorous, dysfunctional side-effect of the modernization process.  This moves it from the mythic to the mundane.
Second, making modernity the meta-context moves the discussion about jihadist terrorism out of the context of Islam.  As long as Islam is the context, whether this is explicitly stated or simply silently perceived, the West is at an enormous disadvantage because there is a natural tendency for Muslims (as with any group) to band together against outsiders perceived to be attacking members of an in-group.  Also, as noted above, historical animosities are easy to ignite.  But if the context is switched from Islam to that of modernization, with the reaction of all countries and groups to modernization being the topic, then such potential in-group/out-group conflicts are minimized.

An Aside on Gorbachev’s “New Political Thinking”
Gorbachev’s “new political thinking” of the late 1980s is an interesting case study in ideological re-invention.  As stated in the 1992 U.S. Information Agency (USIA) report, Soviet Active Measures in the “Post-Cold War” Era, 1988-1991:
The architects of "new thinking" have stated that their new policy was adopted under duress in the mid-1980s when it became unmistakably clear to the most farsighted Soviet thinkers that their decades-long Cold War policies of trying to extend Soviet power through a massive military buildup, coercive diplomacy, and confrontation had failed. The Soviet leaders knew that the Soviet economy would have collapsed if they had tried to respond militarily to the U.S. defense buildup and particularly the Strategic Defense Initiative.  …

In this dire situation, a fundamentally new, non-military method of seeking to achieve Soviet goals had to be found. "New thinking" was the bold, creative, ingenious, and, ultimately, disastrous result. …

In the minds of the Soviet "new thinkers," ending the Cold War did not mean that the systemic struggle between the "two social systems" would stop. Instead, it would shift from the Cold War arenas of the arms race, confrontation, and coercive diplomacy to new, primarily political areas of struggle. The Soviets needed to end the Cold War because their weak economy put them at an impossible disadvantage vis-a-vis an awakened West in an arms race which, if it continued, would mean their inevitable defeat. In order to avoid this and best preserve their power, the Soviet leaders needed to induce the West to abandon the arms race, while at the same time positioning themselves to wage a new form of political warfare against the West: one that sought to achieve power by conciliation rather than confrontation, the appeal of "all-human" values as opposed to "class" values, assigned a key role to the manipulation of international organizations, particularly the United Nations, and sought to use international law as a subterfuge for Soviet attempts to interfere in the internal affairs of other countries rather than the heavy hand of military power and coercive diplomacy.  …

The Soviet rationale for adopting the policy of "new thinking" was amply explained in numerous Soviet publications from 1987 to 1989. The basic concepts were very simple:

· military might is no longer the main method of achieving power in the modern world; instead skill at devising political campaigns is much more important. As Shevardnadze put it in his 1991 book The Future Belongs to Freedom, the Soviet "new thinkers" believed in "the primacy of the force of politics over the politics of force." (p. 50)

· the growing interconnectedness of the world and the growing concern about global problems would mean that, in waging political campaigns for hearts and minds worldwide, "common human values" and "all-human" concerns would have much more appeal than the outmoded ideology of communism.

The three main "all-human" concerns around which the campaigns of "new political thinking" were based were the dangers of nuclear war, environmental catastrophe, and the collapse of the world economy.  In a lengthy article entitled "Ecology and Diplomacy" in the November 22, 1989 issue of Literaturnaya Gazeta, then-Soviet Foreign Minister Eduard Shevardnadze put forward the suggestion that  the notion of “ecological security” should be embraced as part of a new binding “code of civilized and ecologically correct behavior of states.”  The USIA report explains the rationale for this:
In the article, Shevardnadze suggested drawing up a binding international “code of civilized and ecologically correct behavior of states” that would include the following draconian provisions: “no activity on the part of any state - either economic or military - should harm the environment both within and beyond its national jurisdiction” and “any forms of economic and other activity whose ecological consequences are unpredictable are impermissible.” He called for decisions on this matter to be made by the U.N. Security Council, because it is “the only organ in the U.N. system authorized to make decisions that are mandatory for all states.” If adopted, such a scheme would have afforded tremendous opportunities for anti-Western mischief making.

Shevardnadze went on to state, “Western corporations annually get tens of billions of dollars in profit, which are literally pumped out of developing countries. ...It is necessary to reverse this trend so that at least a part of the money is returned to the developing countries, say, as ecological aid.”
The contrast between "old thinking" and "new thinking" could not be clearer. In traditional communist ideology, capitalism, in the form of transnational corporations, was identified as the enemy, and Soviet-style socialism as the solution. Under the ideology of “new thinking,” pollution was identified as the enemy, Western transnational corporations as the source of the problem, and binding international initiatives at the United Nations (ideally designed with substantial Soviet input) as the solution. Thus, “new thinking” provided an extremely cooperative, non-militaristic, non-confrontational, democratic, and “rule-of-law” approach to achieving unchanged Soviet goals.

Of course, we should not regard the cynical, manipulative Soviet approach to propaganda as a model.  But the Soviet re-invention of their ideology from a class-centered one based in Marxism, to a supra-Marxist ideology based on “all human values,” demonstrates that serious ideological thinkers understood the value of basing their narrative appeals on themes that would strike a resonant chord in their audiences.  Exploitation of the working class did not strike as responsive a chord in the 1980s as it did in the 1880s or 1930s.  The fears du jour, especially the dangers of nuclear war and environmental catastrophe, were accorded a more prominent place in updated Soviet ideology.
Western governments do not have professional ideologists, as the Soviet system did, but we should have people who understand the importance of narratives and of adjusting our public diplomacy and strategic communication efforts to the concerns of the day, which, in a broad sense, center on the discontents aroused by modernity.  
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