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It’s a plot! No, It’s not:

BY MICHIKO KAKUTANI

The principle of Occan's
razor suggests that the sim
plest hypathesis is usually
the correct one

In his lively new book,
Voodoo Histories, the jour
nalist David Aaronovitch
uses Occam's razor to evis-
cerate the

plitics and popular
culture over the last cen
tury, from those that assert
that the 911 terrorist attacks

or fritish imteligern

In most

Vil conspiracy i

rists would rather tie them:

selves into complicated knots
d postulate all

us explanation.
hose who claim ¢
s was not hit on

he crash,
bccupants
77 might

weirdest witness
ction program
gh this book owes a
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VOODOO HISTORI]
The Role of the Conspiracy
Theory in Shaping Modern
History

By David Aaronavitch

388 pages

Riverhead Books. $26.95.

huge debt 10 he classi study

on this subject — Richard
Hofstadier's Paranoid Style
in American Politics — Aar-
onovitch, who is a columnist
for The Times of London,
deconstructs a dizzying ar-
ray of conspiracy theories in
these pages with unsparing
logic, common sense and at
times exasperated wit.

Some of the theories he
cxamines are infamous for
their malignity and horrific
consequences, like the The
Pratocols of the FElders uf
Zion: Fabricat
used to justify
in Russia, Nazi Germany and
more :Mnm in places like
Iran a

Sote i theariés f po-
litical conspi s intended
to shape the United States'
foreign policy, like charges
that former President Frank-

Love story blends
tea and hearts

BY JANET MASLIN

the first page of the
apter of her first novel,

Helen Simonson invites her

ders 1o experience love at

ight. A starci

sh army off
Maj. Ernest Pettigrew has
just learned of his brother
Bertic’s death. Distracted by
il he happens to be ws

red, flowery housecoat
i s awerata sing)
his front door. He opens the
door and casts a tearful eye
on the dignified, elegant,
forcign-looking woman who
will win his heart

tigrew  dimly knows
this woman 3 Mrs. AIL She
has e ding tea spe-
cally for mm at the local
convenience  store. Sin
these two are not strangers,
they cannot be experien
ing love at first sight, even if

screet sparks fly between

them. It's the reader who is
apt to be susceptible: Read
ihis one page, and you may
find you've fallen he over
heels for Simonson's funny,
barbed, delightfully w
some storytelling. Don't say
you weren't warned.

That Major Pettigrew’s
Last Stand opens at a m
ment of heartbreak has no
sobering cffect whatsocver.
Grief is what it took to make
the rigidly correct major
tice Mrs. Ali, or anything else

arc im

This  68-year-old
ower, a man who has taken

ome of his greatest satisf
tion in reading and e,
ing his w
to grow a type
tis vine that his pel y,.m-,(
think is worth stealing, has
long been immune to human
companionship.

He has preferred a style
of such extreme correctness
and gimiet-eyed detachment

t all it takes to give th
book its comic perspective is
to present his point of view.

Mrs. Ali is understood to be
cither Indian or Pakistani
even though she has never
been further abroad than
the Isle of Wight, Major Pet-

tigrew's Last Stand sounds
British to the bone. It isn't:
Simonson was born in Ea
Sussex but has s -
cades in the United States,
a stint that has only height-
ened her ability o make
jokes about US. excesses
registered by

The book has a
of broadly vul S
and they
the maioe's vilage In what
he rogards as_disturbingly
sion.

was something "approaching
a nasty epidemic.

As the story hums along.
it contrasts change for the
better with change for
worse. In the first
there is the major's extre
Iy correct yet warm friend-
hl]\ with Mrs.

, including a love of
cading.

He is duly impressed to
find her Tying plast
covered library books. He's
even happier when he learns
that she shares his love of
Kipling. In the second eat-
egory is Roger, the major's
hilariously obnaxious san, a
striver who lives in London
and once sugge that the
major get rid of books to
make room for an enormous
television, so that he “would
have something to do in the

nimg:

Roger also once

father the Christmas gift of
a sweater so chic it had to
be obtained from an Ital-
ian designer's waiting list
“The Major, who had bought

smart leather edition of Sit
Edmund Hillary's account
of Everest, thanked Roger
graciously for the wonder-
ful thought.” the book says,
offering up a particularly
good example of father-son
culture clash.

Now Roger has started
spending weekends
country cottage in Little
Puddleton with a brash US.
girlfriend ("Good heavens, is

BOOKS

lin D. Roosevelt allowed
Pear] Harbor to happen — or
worse, that he had procured
just such a Japanese a

— to bring the United States
into World War IL.

CONNECTING DOTS

Other conspiracy theories
are just plain loony efforts to
connect the dots between as-
sorted scandals and dead ce-
lebrities, like the allegations
of a writer named Matthew
Smith. In The Kennedys: The
Conspiracy to Destroy a Dy-
nasty (2005) Aaronovitch
writes, “Smith constructs an
overarching theory that con-
nects the deaths of Marilyn,
JFK, RFK and Mary Jo Ko-
pechne, the girl who died
in Edward Kennedy's car at
Chappaquiddick in 1969, It
was all — all of it — the work
of elements wit mun

hey saw JFK pid bzt
left-wing and bumped Nark.
Iyn off to discredit the Ken-
nedys, both of whom were
having affairs with the star at
het bugged bungalow in Los
Angeles. Unfortunately, that
didn't work, so they killed
JFK the next year, and then,
for some reason, waited an-
other five years before get-
um: rid of Bobby.

The next year they ar-
m.-gm for Ted to drive his
car, complete with a young
woman, off a bridge, thus de-
stroying his chances of the
presidency.”

Sa why do conspiracy the-
ories flourish? Though some
of the conspiracy-mongers
described here appear to be
simple crackpots or people
out to make a fast buck with
one of those laughably titled
books that aspire to clitter
up the best-seller lists. (Hen-

Lo
¥ s

MAJOR
| LAST STAND
‘ By Helen Simonson.
358 pages. Random House.
pivd

TTIGREW'S

it Christmas in Hades?" the
major asks, upon seeing the
black brush-shaped fake tre
that constitutes their idea of
¢ holiday decor) and
has pres tentious tastes in ev-

the major asks Roger,
you just umlun,. something
made of twes

There are many such
screwball  ingredients  to
keep Major Pettigrew’s Last
Stand ever-bustling and tire-
lessly bright. Among them:
The threadbare local aristo-
crat whose love of shooting
and need for income col-
lide. (He has allowed part of
his propersty to be used as &
boys' school, not grasping
that little boys don't like to
see pet ducks fall out of the
sky)

There is the rest of Mrs.
Ali's family, which turns out
tobe assmall-minded and un-
helpful as the major’s. There
is the valuable pair of guns
that were divided between
the Pettigrew brothers and
were supposed to have been
reunited once a brother dleﬂ.
scheming over the
ownership becomes a major
plot element.

re is llrvrr a dull mu—
ment but o discordant
note elrln.z Still, this boui
feels fresh despite its con-
ventional blueprint. Its main
characters especi
well-drawn, and Simonson
makes. l}mm as admirable as
they are entertaining. They
are ms.e.umjly ‘o, and
that’s not just McCall Smith’s
euphemism. It's about intel-
ligence, heart, dignity and
backbane. Major Pettigrew’s
Last Stand has them allL

WIG.WWSWMA!H". Di-
ana: The Princess,
Ruls by Sa:m‘y m Hidden

That Connects the
ﬂlh(mﬂ Commission, the
Freemasons and the Great
Pyramid,) Aaronovitch tries
to provide the reader with
a reasoned anatomy of the
phenomenon in these pages.

He not only notes the L
peal of narrative and causal-
ity in a rngmnuwy ran-
dom world but also argues
that  overarchi theories
tend to be “formulated by
the politically defeated and
taken up by the socially
defeated.”

These losers “left behind
by modernity” he writes,

identified in the
beached remnants. of van-
ished European empires;
the doomed bureaucrats,
the White Russians and
the patriotic German petit
bourgeois.

They are the US. firsters,
who got the war they didn't
want; the Midwest populists
watching their small farm
ers nu out of business; the
opponents of the New Deal;
Lhe McGovern liberals in the
era of Richard Nixon; Brit-
ish socialists and pacifists
in the decade of Margaret
Thatcher; the irreconcilable
US. right during the Clinton
administration; the shattered
US. left in the time of the
second Bush.

“If it can be proved that
there has been a conspiracy,
which has transformed poli-
ties and society, then their
defeat is not the product of
their own inherent weakness
or unpopularity, let alone
their mistakes; it is due to the
almost demonic ruthlessness
of their enemy~

MiamiHerald.com | THE MIAMI HERALD

not surprising, then,
o mnlp:my

thrive in times of uncertain-
ty and economic stress,
that the designated villains
often conform (o enemies in
“American populist folklore.”
Of the era of McCarthyism
and the venom aimed at sup-
posed Communist sympa-
thizers, h write:

A debunkng

those subscribing to them
in passing far outnumbered

He writes that the Inter-
net has enabled the “release
of a mass of undifferenti-
ated information, some oln
authoritative, some specul
tive, some absurd,” lnd Ih.n

They, were East Coasters
or Hollywooders; they were
educated; they liked art and
fancy music; they were sepa-
rate from — and unsymp:

thetic to — the daily travails
of the American little man."

ENEMIES OF OBAMA

These days a similar sort
of antipathy is directed at
President Barack Obama, the
Democratic Party and the
‘mainstream news media by
the Tea Party movement and
by so-called birthers, who
question whether Obama was.
born in the United States.

In e caje ofthe Bsthery
Aa ch says, many of
the I viduals s cxganlses
tions involved are the same
ones who tried to to
Bill Clinton's pres
denouncing Clinton as mor-
ally corrupt, even criminal:

is as though” he writes,
they had been on vacation
through the cight years of the
George W. Bush presidency,
only (o rediscover, an arriv-

that there was yet
nother slippery liar in the
White House
Does the Internet, with
its increased democratiza-
tion
spread conspiracy theories
or help expose them? Aar-
onovitch says that it was ob-
vious that “sites endorsing
9/11 conspiracy theories and

of semi-anonymous and oc-
casionally self-invented in-
dividuals have grown up,
some of them permitting
contact between people who
in previous times we
thought each ﬂ('ll::wl inter-
ests. im;nmhly exotic and
even mad.

Polls cited in nm book
suggest that an
number of people mw sub-
scribe 1o forms of 911 re-
visionism. “In August 2004
a poll conducted by the
Zogby opinion  research
company found nearly two-
thirds of New Yorkers under
30 agreeing with the propo-
sition that the administration
“knew in advance that attacks
were planned on or around
Sept. 11, 2001, and that they
consciously failed to act, *
Aaronovitch writes.

e adds that a Scripps
Howard poll in July 2006
“had 36 percent of respon-
dents suspecting govern-
mentparticipation of some
kind in the attacks, with
just over one in six believ-
ing that explosives had been
used to bring down the twin
towers” The same pall, he
notes, “measured beliel in
a Kennedy conspiracy at
40 percent.”

It's enough to make char-
acters from The X-Files and
Dan Brown novels feel com-
pletely at home.

Of Russian literary icons
and a million other things

BY DWIGHT GARNER
New York Times Sérvice

Early in Elf Batuman's
funny and melancholy first
book, The Possessed, she de
scribes her disillusionment,
as a would-he novelist, with
“the transcendentalist New
England culture of ‘creative
wri The problem with
creative writing programs,
she says, is their obsession
with craft.

“What did craft ever
try to say about the world,
the human condition, or
the search for meaning?”
Batuman asks. “All it had
were its negative dictates
“Show, don't tell? ‘Murder

‘Omit need-

' As if writing

were a matter of overcom-

ing bad habits — of omitting
needless words.”

Batuman's search for
something more from litera-
ture than “brisk verbs and
vivid nouns” led her, swoon-
ing but alert, into the arms
of the great Russian writ-
ers: Tolstoy, Pushkin, Dos-
toyevsky, Chekhov, Babel

And it led her to write
this odd and oddly pro-
found little book, one th
ostensibly about her fav
ite Russians but is actually
about a million other things:
Grad school, literary theory,
translation, biography, love
affairs, the making of King
Kong, working for the Let's
Go travel guidebook series,
songs by the Smiths, even
how to choose a nice water-
melon in Uzbekistan. Cru-

and fundamentally,

il o e clomee Yo e
favorite books?

in New York City, she grew
up in New Jersey before

ate in comparative litcrature
from Stanford University in
California.

Her career, thus far, has
seemed bl Her

piece of journalism, a profile
of a former Thai kickboxing |
champion, ran in The New

Yorker. The longish essays
in The Possessed first ap-
peared in that i

In one of these essays,
Batuman delivers a paper
at a Tolstoy conference in
Russia. In another, she picks
up Babel's daughter for a
conference at Stanford. In
yet another, she travels to

zbekistan to learn its lan-

Each of these essays

unfolds both comically and
intellectually, as if Batu-
man were channeling Janet
Malcolm by way of Woody
Allen

Among the charms of Ba-
tuman's prose is her fond,
funny way of uwnmm.

mobile eyebrows give him
“the air of a 19th-century
philanderer” A boyfriend
steps off an airplane look-
ing “as philosophical and
good-humored as Snoopy”
Even the Tolstoy scholar
who becomes _incontinent
on a chartered bus trip and
refuses to \hmm o

hands, 4 comi ngun aut of
Isaac Bashevis S

etesced o opin-
ions. fly freely.

She describes feeling
“decply, viscerally bored
by an Orhan Pamuk novel

THE POSSESSED

Adventures With Russian

Books and the People Who

Read Them

By Elif Batuman.

296 pages.

Farrar, Straus & Girous,
5.

About reporting on Turkey
for a Let's Go guidebook,
she bemaans the “exasperat-
ing 20th-century discourse
of ‘shoestring travel. *

She explains: “The worst
part n( this discourse was its

ing it to the man’ to reject
a chain motel in favor of a
cold-water pension com-
pletely filled with owls™
Perhaps 'llawm.’!n best
uality as a writer, though
— beyond her calm, lapidary
rose — is the winsome and
infectious delight she feels
n the presence of literary
genius and beauty.

About Chekhov's smry
Lady With Lapdog, Ba
writes, “I especially remem-
ber the passage about how
everyone has two live
one open and visible, full of
work, convention, responsi-
bilities, jokes, and the other
‘running its course in secret’
— and how easy is Inr
circumstances 1o
that everything you Hold the

important, interesting,
and meaningful is somehow
in the second life, the secret
one.”

She describes two histor-
ical types of Uzbek writers:
The aristocrats, who loved

beautiful women, nature
and kings; and the demo-
crats, who loved mud and
head colds.”

Batuman is almost help-
lessly epigrammatical (Air
travel is like death: Every-
thing is taken from you,")
and it's tempting to keep
quoting from her book for-
ever. There are moments in
The Possessed where Batu-
man loses the threads of the
stories she's trying to tell,
moments where plot sum-
mary or historical precis
drag on 100 long. But these
data-dump moments are

Elif Batuman s clearly
one of those
- |
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