Frank Donner, the civil liberties attorney and historian, wrote two volumes on the institutionalized culture of repressive countersubversion by government agencies in the United States. 

Donner explored how repression was justified when public officials and right-wing pundits declared that subversive conspiracies existed and needed to be stopped.

Intelligence in the United States resolves the problem of how to protect the status quo while maintaining the forms of a liberal political democracy.
 Intelligence institutions have shored up a kind of invincibility based upon two powerful constituencies: “a nativist, anti-radical political culture and an ideological anti-communism, identified with Congress and the executive branch respectively.”

Culture of Countersubversion

Donner perceived an institutionalized culture of countersubversion in the United States “marked by a distinct pathology: conspiracy theory, moralism, nativism, and suppressiveness.”
 

This countersubversion hysteria is linked to government attempts to disrupt and crush dissident social movements in the United States.
 

Historian Frank Donner asserts that conspiracism is woven into the American experience:

===The American obsession with subversive conspiracies of all kinds is deeply rooted in our history. Especially in times of stress, exaggerated febrile explanations of unwelcome reality come to the surface of American life and attract support. These recurrent countersubversive movements illuminate a striking contrast between our claims to superiority, indeed our mission as a redeemer nation to bring a new world order, and the extraordinary fragility of our confidence in our institutions. 

According to Donner, this “contrast has led some observers to conclude that we are, subconsciously, quite insecure about the value and permanence of our society. Donner suggests it is “American mobility” itself that creates this dynamic because it “detaches individuals from traditional sources of strength and identity—family, class, private associations—and leaves only economic status as a measure of worth.” The result is widespread feelings of both isolation and insecurity that “force a quest for selfhood in the national state, anxiety about imperiled heritage, and an aggression against those who reject or question it.”

According to Donner, “Intelligence in the United States serves as an instrument for resolving a major contradiction in the American political system: how to protect the status quo while maintaining the forms of liberal political democracy.”
 Donner explained that “intelligence institutions have in the past acquired strength and invulnerability because of their links to two powerful constituencies: a nativist, anti-radical political culture and an ideological anti-communism, identified with Congress and the executive branch respectively.”

Donner used the term “subversification” to describe the process of scapegoating by which dissidents are made outlaws. In order to justify the continued health of the intelligence empire, new movements would have to go through subversification to “fuel backlash charges that our national security is endangered by a sinister conspiracy of dissidents who have deliberately depleted our intelligence resources to prepare the way for a takeover. 
Since no evidence of such a conspiracy will emerge, the accusers will exploit, as in the past, its non-existence: “Is it not obvious that a cover-up was part of the conspiracy and that the absence of proof demonstrates it effectiveness?”
 
There is also evidence that during these periods of repression, propaganda campaigns seeking to demonize dissident movements are adopted by the mainstream media and serve to insulate the repression from public discussion or criticism.

A prime example of this was the feverish mainstream media coverage of the Palmer Raids in 1919-1920 during which lurid claims about anarchists and communists were headlined in the daily press.

Since evidence of actual wrongdoing is scarce, Donner suggested the intelligence community anticipated threats by relying on “ideology, not behavior, theory not practice. During the Cold War, “The Bureau’s primary intelligence targets [were] various Marxist persuasions and their adherents.” Now, although the targets are more varied, “the basis for this priority” remains the same. “The selection of targets for surveillance, operations such as informer infiltration and wiretapping, and file storage practices reflect what may be called the politics of deferred reckoning, the need to know all about the enemy in preparation for a life or death showdown” with anti-government forces. “Domestic countersubversive intelligence is,” Donner continues, “in theory, future‑oriented: `Subversive’ activities are, in the language of the FBI, those `aimed at’ a future overthrow, destruction, or undermining of the government, regardless of how legitimate these activities might currently be or how tenuous the link between present intentions and ultimate action.”
 

As Donner explains:

=== “The listing of individuals, whether for ultimate detention in the event of war or for clues to the source of civil disorders, masked an underlying tension between passive monitoring and barely suppressed aggression. Why wait for the future show​down? What can be done to get at these people now? This tension found an outlet in special programs directed at `key figures' and `top functionaries,' singled out for close penetrative and con​tinuous surveillance. . 

Actual Goals & Outcomes of Countersubversion

Donner argued that the unstated and actual primary goal of surveillance and political intelligence gathering by state agencies and their countersubversive allies is not amassing evidence of illegal activity for criminal prosecutions, but punishing critics of the status quo, the government, or the state in order to undermine movements for social change.

A key feature of countersubversion identified by author Frank Donner was the focus on individual ringleaders, outside agitators, foreign agents, hidden conspirators, and master manipulators. “The emphasis on individuals—cherchez la personne!—plays another quite separate role in the intelligence schema. It personalizes unrest and thus detaches it from social and economic causes. Under this view the people are a contented lot, not given to making trouble until an ‘agitator’ stirs them up. As soon as he or she is exposed or neutralized, all will be well again.”
 
Subversive Revolutionary

Central to rationalizing surveillance and disruption was the fear of revolutionary violence. Donner observed that “appeals relating to collectivism and statism have little power to stir mass response. But the charge of violence, however mythic it has become, is the rock on which the intelligence church is built. It accommodates repression to democratic norms that exclude violent methods.”
 

During the Cold War, violence of other left groups could be attributed to communists, and right-wing groups could be excluded from serious scrutiny because they were not part of a global revolutionary movement.

Even when violent, right-wing groups such as the Ku Klux Klan were seldom targets of widespread surveillance for political repression, they were monitored for crime prevention.
 This double standard is apparent as social change movements of the Left could be smeared as agents and fellow travelers of the violent revolutionary global red menace, while activists of the Right could escape blame for the criminal excesses of a few reactionary and fascist zealots.

Alien Outsider

A major tool used to justify the anti-democratic activities of the intelligence establishment is propaganda designed to create fear of a menace by an alien outsider. The timeless myth of the enemy “other” assuages ethnocentrist hungers with servings of fresh scapegoats. As Donner noted: “In a period of social and economic change during which traditional institutions are under the greatest strain, the need for the myth is especially strong as a means of transferring blame, an outlet for the despair [people] face when normal channels of protest and change are closed.”

Nativism

1918

Donner traces the roots of this network in The Age of Surveillance: “Beginning in 1918, private intelligence forces emerged to combat radicalism, labor unionism, and opposition to the war,” Donner observed.
1920s – Red Menace

The most influential conspiracist theory in the US during the twentieth century was the fear of the Red Menace. 

According to Donner, the Nativist counter-subversion movement became an institutional fixture in the American political scene and took on a metaphysical and crusading nature as part of its hunt for the Red Menace:

=== “The root anti-subversive impulse was fed by the Menace. Its power strengthened with the passage of time, by the late twenties its influence had become more pervasive and folk​ish. Bolshevism came to be identified over wide areas of the country by God-fearing Americans as the Antichrist come to do eschatological battle with the children of light. A slightly secularized version, widely-shared in rural and small-town Ameri​ca, postulated a doomsday conflict between decent upright folk and radicalism—alien, satanic, immorality incarnate.

1950s

During the Cold War, activism by any left group was attributed generally to an alleged global communist conspiracy. Meanwhile rightwing groups were largely excluded from serious scrutiny because they were not perceived to be part of a subversive global revolutionary movement. Acts of right wing violence were consistently treated as isolated occurrences rather than part of a larger pattern. Far right groups such as the Ku Klux Klan were seldom targets of widespread surveillance for political repression—even when violent—but were monitored “primarily for crime prevention purposes,” according to Donner.
 
In some cases state tolerance of right wing violence spilled over to active support. This double standard objectively made “a special contribution to conservative politics,” said Donner, since social change movements of the left could be smeared as agents and fellow travelers of the violent revolutionary global red menace, while activists of the right could escape blame for the criminal excesses of a few reactionary and fascist zealots. 

Private Countersubversion Groups

One primary role of this right-wing network is the dissemination of propaganda on what Donner calls the fear centered twin myths of “an all-powerful internal subversive enemy and a perma​nently endangered national security.” As Donner explains:

=== “A pattern of support and collaboration between government and private intelligence forces dominates the history of radical-hunting in this country. The values and priorities of American Nativism have decisively influenced both official and private intelligence activities. As a vital ideological resource of American capitalism, nativism has kept the counter-subversive tradition burning by continuing and enlarging its own private intelligence activities.

There is a symbiotic relationship between right-wing hard-liners in law enforcement and the radical hunters in Congress and the private sector. 
FBI Abuses

“While many concerned civil libertarians have been convinced of the existence of politically-motivated activity by their local police, they have frequently been frustrated by the need for concrete proof.” said Frank Donner, author of The Age of Surveillance who called for a “remedial campaign to abolish such abuses,” based on the revelations.

Reagan, Terrorism, Privatization Terrorism

In fact, a transition was taking place. The basic themes of Countersubversion Theory were developed to fight the red menace, but it was increasingly difficult to argue that a subversive leftist network was undermining the country. Far right groups such as the Ku Klux Klan and the vigilante Posse Comitatus now openly targeted the government as the enemy. As the Cold War evolved, so did the language used to describe the threat.
In the genesis of witch hunts, subversive begat extremist, which begat terrorist. Donner noted the addition of the term “extremist” to the countersubversive arsenal of demonizing language, and he discussed how the Reagan Administration and the New Right used the term terrorist to marginalize dissident groups and justify targeting them.
 

After the end of the Cold War, conservatives abandoned their conspiracy theories about global communist subversion and embraced a new target—terrorists. How did the identity of the subversive menace switch from communists to terrorists? According to Donner, the New Right “cannot function without an enemy, a hostile ‘they,’ a scapegoat.”
 
Donner explains: 

===By the late sixties the fear that anti-communism might be played out as a political strategy had set in motion a drive to reinvigorate the myth of subversion with the emotions that are stirred by social and cultural change. The Nixon administration sought to channel the energy of anti-communism into a Kulturkampf against an enemy who combined in one sinister stereotype all of the then prevalent varieties of protest and dissent. The objective was to associate political nonconformity—especially opposition to the Vietnam War—with forms of behavior that touched the most exposed social nerves, and thus to encourage a grass-roots conservative consensus while at the same time strengthening and expanding countersubversive intelligence agencies.”

Donner saw this rehabilitation effort as connected to the Cold War mentality:

=== “The co-star in the script for the revival of domestic counter-subversion is the influential grouping of for​eign policy and military defense hawks, which ranges from the American Security Council to the Coalition for a Democratic Majority (CDM), composed of moderate Democats...to an offshoot, the Committee on the Present Danger, and other cold war forces. The potential for an alliance even more durable than in the fifties between nativism and this elitist sector has been strengthened by the emergence of a sense of the decline of Ameri​ca's role as a world power. 

 Ac​cording to Donner:

=== “At a time when established governmental systems for monitoring subversion have been cut back, these private counter-subversive operations acquire special importance; they must continue the data collection and storage practices formerly shared with government agencies, intensify their propaganda efforts, and—a new mission—promote renewed official involvement in surveillance and related activities directed against dissent.

In a prescient 1978 article, Donner reasoned that the threat of a communist menace was becoming ineffective, and that terrorism was a favorable candidate to build public countersubversion.
 While Donner did not predict the specific end of the Cold War, he did foresee that in the future, countersubversive movements and intelligence agency claims would be needed to retain a countersubversive response to change movements.
 As long as the culture of surveillance was institutionalized as a mode of governance, intelligence operations would serve to not only blunt protests against government foreign policy decisions, but also to “discredit the predictable movements of protest against the threat of war, nuclear weaponry, environmental contamination, and economic injustice.”
 Extremely influential in the domestic countersubversion revival was a group of foreign policy and military defense hawks—including some Cold War Democrats and “the Committee on the Present Danger”
 (CPD). CPD members were the core of what became the neoconservative movement’s foreign policy ideologues promoting aggressive militarism, redrafted in the texts of the neocon Project for a New American Century. 
Post Reagan

As targets shifted, the institutionalized procedures remained remarkably constant, merely made more efficient with the advent and advances of computer technology. Most far right activists during this period did not represent a challenge to entrenched systems of power, but in fact defended those systems. This dynamic shifted in the 1990s after the collapse of Soviet communism as large sectors of the conspiracist right targeted alleged subversive traitors in the government and their allies in the UN as the new enemy, helping to justify a new wave of state repression in the form of “anti-terrorist” legislation. 
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