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DO not believe that Shakspere, 
the man from Stratford, wrote 
Shakespeare. It seems that this 

heresy puts me in the category of a 
fantasist or even a lunatic because I 
believe in a conspiracy theory, and 
they allegedly only exist in the realm 
of myth. 

Yet this is rather odd, considering 
that exposés of sleaze and abuses of 
power by individuals are regularly 
splashed across newspapers and TV 
stations. Apparently, to suggest that 
similar actions might be conducted 
by two or more individuals is almost 
universally swept aside as a wild 
‘conspiracy theory’. 

This term has acquired a derogatory 
connotation that it does not deserve 
because, in fact, conspiracies are the 
stuff of civilisation. History is littered 
with the fallout. We all know that a 
number (about 60) plotted to kill 
Julius Caesar, but how many know 
that, by the time the Roman Empire 
had run its course, about 35 of its 
emperors had been murdered by 
internal cabals or secret rebellious 
factions? Again, political and reli-
gious conspiracies were rife in 16th 
and 17th century England. The 
Babington Plot against Elizabeth in 
1586 and the Gunpowder Plot to 
blow up the Houses of Parliament in 
1605 are prime examples. 

TOBACCO: TARGETING THE YOUNG 
THE assertion that only in former 
times did such things happen doesn’t 
hold water. Big companies are always 
at it, especially those that produce 
potentially dangerous substances, 
like asbestos, medical treatments and 
tobacco. They have frequently been 
found out trying to deceive the public. 
Take the tobacco industry. For 
decades it tried to suppress its own 
evidence of the health risks posed by 
cigarettes. A raft of legal settlements 
in the US has produced no fewer than 
14 million internal tobacco industry 
documents which reveal the extent of 
the conspiracy, including bribing of 
governments and officials not to legis-
late against it.  

One of the worst recent aspects has 
been the targeting of young people, 
as revealed for example in the 
Kessler judgment of 1999: “The evi-
dence is clear and convincing  – and 
beyond any reasonable doubt – that 
defendants have marketed to young 
people 21 and under, while consis-
tently, publicly, and falsely, denying 
they do so”. 

Much of this evidence was stated dur-
ing the recent High Court case 
brought by leading tobacco compa-
nies who unsuccessfully challenged 
the British government’s new regula-
tions on plain packaging. A damning 
internal memo from Marlboro manu-
facturer Philip Morris as far back as 
1981 was quoted: “It is important to 
know as much as possible about 
teenage smoking patterns and atti-
tudes”. Another memo claimed that 

Marlboro must “continue growth 
among new, young smokers”. A 
memo from 1992 stated bluntly: “the 
ability to attract new smokers and 
develop them into a young adult fran-
chise is key to brand development”. 

HILLSBOROUGH: THE TRUTH AND THE LIES  
ON 15th April 1989, 95 Liverpool 
fans were crushed to death when 
trying to watch an FA Cup semi-final 
at Sheffield Wednesdays’ Hillsbor-
ough stadium (one more had his life 
support machine switched off a cou-
ple of years later). In 2011 Sir Oliver 
Popplewell, a retired judge who pro-
duced a report into football safety 
following the Bradford stadium fire 
in 1985, called on the families of the 
Hillsborough dead to move on and 
stop harbouring  ‘conspiracy theo-
ries’ about what happened. Yet the 
next year an inquiry had shown how 
senior police officers met two days 

after the tragedy and drew up a secret 
plan to blame Liverpool fans for the 
crush. 

At the recent inquest David Ducken-
field, the chief superintendent who 
was in control of policing the match, 
admitted that he had lied, telling Gra-
ham Kelly, the secretary of the Foot-
ball Association, that Liverpool fans 
were to blame for gaining unautho-
rised entry through a large exit gate 
when in fact he had ordered the gate 
to be opened to relieve a crush at the 
approach to the Leppings Lane turn-
stiles. 

It also emerged that the police policy 
of blaming the victims included test-
ing dead victims for alcohol levels 
while lying in a makeshift morgue and 
making false allegations of drunken-
ness. The Hillsborough Independent 
Panel had already reported in 2012 
that nearly 200 police statements had 
been amended, 164 substantially. 
“Some 116 of the 164 removed or 
altered comments unfavourable to 
South Yorkshire Police,” it stated. 

There were also false stories in The 
Sun newspaper, under the heading 
‘The Truth’, that fans urinated on the 
police and stole from the dead. This 
slur on fans’ behaviour originated 
from police inspector Gordon Sykes. 
In 2012, the former Sun editor Kelvin 
McKenzie apologised to the people of 
Liverpool for the headline, saying he 
had been misled, adding: “These alle-
gations were wholly untrue and were 
part of a concerted plot by police 
officers to discredit the supporters 
thereby shifting the blame for the 
tragedy from themselves. It would 
have been far more accurate had I 
written the headline The Lies rather 
than The Truth”.                                              

6

Humanism Ireland • No 159 • July-August 2016 

I

“The ability to attract new 
smokers and develop them 
into a young adult franchise 
is key to brand development”



IRAQ 2003: “WE’RE NOT THERE FOR FIGS” 
SPEAKING to the House of Com-
mons in January 2003, just two 
months before the invasion of Iraq, 
Tony Blair said: “The very reason 
why we are taking the action that 
we are taking is nothing to do with 
oil or any of the other conspiracy 
theories put forward”. 

Several polls suggested otherwise. 
One by YouGov found that the most 
popular answer to the question why 
the US and UK wanted to invade 
Iraq was “to secure and control oil 
supplies. Jack Straw, the foreign 
secretary, told 150 ambassadors in 
January 2003 that bolstering “the 
security of British and global energy 
supplies” was one of the UK’s top 
foreign policy objectives.  

As for the US, when asked in May 
2003 why the US invaded Iraq and 
not nuclear-armed North Korea, 
Deputy Defence Secretary Paul Wol-
fowitz replied: “Look, the primary 
difference ... between North Korea 
and Iraq is that we had virtually no 
economic options with Iraq because 
the country floats on a sea of oil”.  
And Senator Chuck Hagel stated in 
2007: “People say we’re not fighting 
for oil. Of course we are. They talk 
about America’s national interest. 
What the hell do you think they’re 
talking about. We’re not there for 
figs”. 

Yet Bush and Blair spun a different 
yarn. It was all about an evil dicta-
tor and his weapons of mass de-
struction. Blair promised Bush at his 
Texas ranch in April 2002 that the 
UK would join a US-led invasion of 
Iraq but kept Parliament, the public 
and most of his Cabinet in the dark. 
Until the last moment, he was pub-
licly insisting that no final decision 
had been made and that military 
action was not inevitable. Here was 
a clear conspiracy between Bush and 
his advisers and Blair and his advis-
ers. Blair did not tell his Chief of 
Defence Staff, Cabinet Secretary, 
Foreign Secretary, Defence Secretary 
and most of the Cabinet of the 
commitment he had given to Bush. 
His deception also meant that the 
military were refused permission to 
begin proper planning because he 
was pretending all along to be an 
‘honest broker’ seeking a peaceful 
solution when in fact he was a chief 
warmonger. As a result, British sol-
diers died because of a lack of suffi-

cient body armour and equipment 
when the war began.  

The Chilcot Inquiry may have re-
ported by the time this is read but it 
will be interesting to see if it verifies 
the allegation made in Tom Bower’s 
recent book Broken Vows that Blair 
told the head of MI6 Sir Richard 
Dearlove to bring him raw intelli-
gence on Iraq which could be used 
to bolster the case for invasion. 
Dearlove was complicit in compiling 
the so-called ‘dodgy dossier’ on Sad-
dam Hussein’s  alleged possession 
and development of weapons of 
mass destruction that could be 
launched at 45 minutes notice, 
which provided the basis for the 
invasion. 

THE TRUTH IS OUT THERE 
DID the FBI or the Mafia kill JFK? 
Were the moon landings faked? Was 
Princess Diana murdered in the 
Alma tunnel? Was 9/11 an inside 
job? These are examples of what 
many would consider crazy  theories 
that give conspiracism a bad name. 
But, as we have seen, not all con-
spiracies are daft. While it initially 
sounded far-fetched to suggest that 
the President of the United States 
was involved in such clandestine and 
illegal activities as breaking in to 
and bugging the opposition’s head-
quarters at the Watergate in 1972, it 
turned out to be true and Nixon 
eventually had to resign under threat 
of impeachment. Again, thanks to 
Edward Snowden and Glen Green-
wald, Americans recently learned 
what many had long suspected: that 
their government has secretly been 
spying on its own citizens for years. 

Think too of the recent banking 
scandals, share fixing, MPs’ expens-
es, corruption in FIFA, drugs in 
sport, Olympic bribery, phone hack-
ing, collusion between some police 
officers and loyalist gunmen in 
Loughinisland, child abuse in Kinco-
ra, Rotherham and elsewhere, lies 
and corruption by Haughey, Aherne 
and Lowry, tax havens in Panama or 
the Cayman Islands. The list is end-
less. 

Where there is money and power, 
secret coalitions are endemic, as we 
have illustrated in the cases of big 
tobacco companies, police forces 
and the state. Indeed, many writers 
have regarded governments and 
their agencies as essentially conspir-

acies. Thomas More in Utopia de-
scribed governments as a conspiracy 
of the rich. For Leo Tolstoy, “the 
truth is that the state is a conspiracy, 
not only to exploit, but above all to 
corrupt its citizens”. 

People with wealth and power want 
the rest of us to believe that conspir-
acies only exist in the imagination. A 
‘conspiracy theorist’ is thus often 
nothing more than a disparaging 
title designed to dismiss a critical 
thinker who is seeking the truth. The 
conspiracy myth – the notion that 
conspiracies don’t exist – is clearly 
untrue, though evidence is by its 
nature hidden or destroyed.  

True, many bad situations are the 
result of stupidity rather than malice 
– cock-up rather than conspiracy. In 
The Sorrows of Young Werther  
Goethe wrote: “misunderstandings 
and neglect create more confusion 
in this world than trickery and mal-
ice. At any rate, the last two are 
certainly much less frequent”. This 
is probably true, but we want to 
believe that we are not totally help-
less and therefore we have a tenden-
cy to think that certain events are 
not random but ordered by a human 
intelligence and therefore are com-
prehensible and controllable. 

Nor are all conspiracies necessarily 
malicious, unless we define the term 
exclusively in this way. But if a con-
spiracy is simply a secret plan by 
two or more people, then there are 
also surely benevolent conspiracies 
in which good people work behind 
the scenes to improve the world and 
help others. Indeed, much successful 
diplomacy depends on secrecy as do 
plans in a just war. The difficulty in 
democracies, though, is that secrecy, 
even if it is justified on the grounds 
of ‘national security’, tends to en-
gender mistrust and brings politi-
cians into disrepute. 

And what of the Shakespeare con-
spiracy with which I began? I think 
that a myth was created to protect 
the works from censorship and 
facile judgment on the basis of a 
superficial knowledge of their cre-
ator. In short, the conspiracy was to 
make the works immortal and for us 
continually to engage with and in-
terpret them, so that they remain 
potent and educational, not for an 
age but ‘for all time’.                    
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