INTRODUCTION:
WHY AMERICANS FEAR
THE WRONG THINGS

Why are so many fears in the air, and so many of them unfounded?
Why, as crime rates plunged throughout the 1990s, did two-thirds of
Americans believe they were soaring? How did it come about that by
mid-decade 62 percent of us described ourselves as “truly desperate”
about crime—almost twice as many as in the late 1980s, when crime
rates were higher? Why, on a survey in 1997, when the crime rate had
already fallen for a half dozen consecutive years, did more than half of
us disagree with the statement “This country is finally beginning to
make some progress in solving the crime problem”?!

In the late 1990s the number of drug users had decreased by half
compared to a decade earlier; almost two-thirds of high school seniors
had never used any illegal drugs, even marijuana. So why did a major-
ity of adults rank drug abuse as the greatest danger to America’s youth?
Why did nine out of ten believe the drug problem is out of control, and
only one in six believe the country was making progress??

Give us a happy ending and we write a new disaster story. In the late
1990s the unemployment rate was below 5 percent for the first time in
a quarter century. People who had been pounding the pavement for
years could finally get work. Yet pundits warned of imminent economic
disaster. They predicted inflation would take off, just as they had a few
years earlier—also erroneously-when the unemployment rate dipped
below 6 percent.3 4
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We compound our worries beyond all reason. Life expectancy in the
United States has doubled during the twentieth century. We are better
able to cure and control diseases than any other civilization in history.
Yet we hear that phenomenal numbers of us are dreadfully ill. In 1996
Bob Garfield, a magazine writer, reviewed articles about serious dis-
eases published over the course of a year in the Washington Post, the
New York Times, and USA Ioday. He learned that, in addition to 59 mil-
lion Americans with heart disease, 53 million with migraines, 25 mil-
lion with osteoporosis, 16 million with obesity, and 3 million with can-
cer, many Americans suffer from more obscure ailments such as
temporomandibular joint disorders (10 million) and brain injuries (2
million). Adding up the estimates, Garfield determined that 543 million
Americans are seriously sick—a shocking number in a nation of 266
million inhabitants. “Either as a society we are doomed, or someone is
seriously double-dipping,” he suggested.

Garfield appears to have underestimated one category of patients:
for psychiatric ailments his figure was 53 million. Yet when Jim Win-
dolf, an editor of the New York Observer, collated estimates for maladies
ranging from borderline personality disorder (10 million) and sex ad-
diction (11 million) to less well-known conditions such as restless leg
syndrome (12 million) he came up with a figure of 152 million. “But
give the experts a little time,” he advised. “With another new quantifi-
able disorder or two, everybody in the country will be officially nuts.”>

Indeed, Windolf omitted from his estimates new-fashioned afflictions
that have yet to make it into the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Men-
tal Disorders of the American Psychiatric Association: ailments such as
road rage, which afflicts more than half of Americans, according to a
psychologist’s testimony before a congressional hearing in 19975

The scope of our health fears seems limitless. Besides worrying dis-
proportionately about legitimate ailments and prematurely about
would-be diseases, we continue to fret over already refuted dangers.
Some still worry, for instance, about “flesh-eating bacteria,” a bug first
rammed into our consciousness in 1994 when the U.S. news media
picked up on a screamer headline in a British tabloid, “Killer Bug Ate
My Face.” The bacteria, depicted as more brutal than anything seen in
modern times, was said to be spreading faster than the pack of photog-
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raphers outside the home of its latest victim. In point of fact, however,
we were not “terribly vulnerable” to these “superbugs,” nor were they
“medicine’s worst nightmares,” as voices in the media warned.

Group A strep, a cyclical strain that has been around for ages, had
been dormant for half a century or more before making a comeback.
The British pseudoepidemic had resulted in a total of about a dozen
deaths in the previous year. Medical experts roundly rebutted the
scares by noting that of 20 to 30 million strep infections each year in
the United States fewer than 1 in 1,000 involve serious strep A compli-
cations, and only 500 to 1,500 people suffer the flesh-eating syndrome,
whose proper name is necrotizing fasciitis. Still the fear persisted. Years
after the initial scare, horrifying news stories continued to appear, com-
plete with grotesque pictures of victims. A United Press International
story in 1998 typical of the genre told of a child in Texas who died of
the “deadly strain” of bacteria that the reporter warned “can spread at a
rate of up to one inch per hour.””

Killer Kids

When we are not worrying about deadly diseases we worry about
homicidal strangers. Every few months for the past several years it
seems we discover a new category of people to fear: government thugs
in Waco, sadistic cops on Los Angeles freeways and in Brooklyn police
stations, mass-murdering youths in small towns all over the country. A
single anomalous event can provide us with multiple groups of people
to fear. After the 1995 explosion at the federal building in Oklahoma
City first we panicked about Arabs. “Knowing that the car bomb indi-
cates Middle Eastern terrorists at work, it’s safe to assume that their
goal is to promote free-floating fear and a measure of anarchy, thereby
disrupting American life,” a New York Post editorial asserted. “Whatever
we are doing to destroy Mideast terrorism, the chief terrorist threat
against Americans, has not been working,” wrote A. M. Rosenthal in
the New York Times.®

When it turned out that the bombers were young white guys from
middle America, two more groups instantly became spooky: right-wing
radio talk show hosts who criticize the government—depicted by Presi-
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dent Bill Clinton as “purveyors of hatred and division”~and members
of militias. No group of disgruntled men was too ragtag not to warrant
big, prophetic news stories.’

We have managed to convince ourselves that just about every young
American male is a potential mass murderer—a remarkable achieve-
ment, considering the steep downward trend in youth crime through-
out the 1990s. Faced year after year with comforting statistics, we either
ignore them—adult Americans estimate that people under eighteen
commit about half of all violent crimes when the actual number is 13
percent—or recast them as “The Lull Before the Storm” (Newsweek
headline). “We know we’ve got about six years to turn this juvenile
crime thing around or our country is going to be living with chaos,” Bill
Clinton asserted in 1997, even while acknowledging that the youth vio-
lent crime rate had fallen 9.2 percent the previous year.0

The more things improve the more pessimistic we become. Vio-
lence-related deaths at the nation’s schools dropped to a record low
during the 1996-97 academic year (19 deaths out of 54 million chil-
dren), and only one in ten public schools reported any serious crime.
Yet Time and U.S. News & World Report both ran headlines in 1996 re-
ferring to “Teenage Time Bombs.” In a nation of “Children Without
Souls” (another Time headline that year), “America’s beleaguered cities
are about to be victimized by a paradigm shattering wave of ultravio-
lent, morally vacuous young people some call ‘the superpredators,’”
William Bennett, the former Secretary of Education, and John Dilulio,
a criminologist, forecast in a book published in 1996.1!

Instead of the arrival of superpredators, violence by urban youths
continued to decline. So we went looking elsewhere for proof that
heinous behavior by young people was “becoming increasingly more
commonplace in America” (CNN). After a sixteen-year-old in Pearl,
Mississippi, and a fourteen-year-old in West Paducah, Kentucky, went
on shooting sprees in late 1997, killing five of their classmates and
wounding twelve others, these isolated incidents were taken as evi-
dence of “an epidemic of seemingly depraved adolescent murderers”
(Geraldo Rivera). Three months later in March 1998 all sense of pro-
portion vanished after two boys ages eleven and thirteen killed four
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students and a teacher in Jonesboro, Arkansas. No longer, we learned
in Time, was it “unusual for kids to get back at the world with live am-
munition.” When a child psychologist on NBC’s “Today” show advised
parents to reassure their children that shootings at schools are rare, re-
porter Ann Curry corrected him. “But this is the fourth case since Oc-
tober,” she said.1?

Over the next couple of months young people failed to accommo-
date the trend hawkers. None committed mass murder. Fear of killer
kids remained very much in the air nonetheless. In stories on topics
such as school safety and childhood trauma, reporters recapitulated the
gory details of the killings. And the news media made a point of report-
ing every incident in which a child was caught at school with a gun or
making a death threat. In May, when a fifteen-year-old in Springfield,
Oregon, did open fire in a cafeteria filled with students, killing two and
wounding twenty-three others, the event felt like a continuation of a
“disturbing trend” (New York Times). The day after the shooting, on Na-
tional Public Radio’s “All Things Considered,” the criminologist Vin-
cent Schiraldi tried to explain that the recent string of incidents did not
constitute a trend, that youth homicide rates had declined by 30 per-
cent in recent years, and more than three times as many people were
killed by lightning than by violence at schools. But the show’s host,
Robert Siegel, interrupted him. “You’re saying these are just anomalous
events?” he asked, audibly peeved. The criminologist reiterated that
anomalous is precisely the right word to describe the events, and he
called it “a grave mistake” to imagine otherwise.

Yet given what had happened in Mississippi, Kentucky, Arkansas,
and Oregon, could anyone doubt that today’s youths are “more likely
to pull a gun than make a fist,” as Katie Couric declared on the “Today”
show?13

Roosevelt Was Wrong

We had better learn to doubt our inflated fears before they destroy us.
Valid fears have their place; they cue us to danger. False and over-
drawn fears only cause hardship.
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Even concerns about real dangers, when blown out of proportion,
do demonstrable harm. Take the fear of cancer. Many Americans over-
estimate the prevalence of the disease, underestimate the odds of sur-
viving it, and put themselves at greater risk as a result. Women in their
forties believe they have a 1 in 10 chance of dying from breast cancer, a
Dartmouth study found. Their real lifetime odds are more like 1 in 250.
Women’s heightened perception of risk, rather than motivating them to
get checkups or seek treatment, can have the opposite effect. A study of
daughters of women with breast cancer found an inverse correlation
between fear and prevention: the greater a daughter’s fear of the dis-
ease the less frequent her breast self-examination. Studies of the gen-
eral population—both men and women—find that large numbers of peo-
ple who believe they have symptoms of cancer delay going to a doctor,
often for several months. When asked why, they report they are terri-
fied about the pain and financial ruin cancer can cause as well as poor
prospects for a cure. The irony of course is that early treatment can pre-
vent precisely those horrors they most fear.14

Still more ironic, if harder to measure, are the adverse consequences
of public panics. Exaggerated perceptions of the risks of cancer at least
produce beneficial by-products, such as bountiful funding for research
and treatment of this leading cause of death. When it comes to large-
scale panics, however, it is difficult to see how potential victims benefit
from the frenzy. Did panics a few years ago over sexual assaults on chil-
dren by preschool teachers and priests leave children better off? Or did
they prompt teachers and clergy to maintain excessive distance from
children in their care, as social scientists and journalists who have stud-
ied the panics suggest? How well can care givers do their jobs when reg-
ulatory agencies, teachers’ unions, and archdioceses explicitly prohibit
them from any physical contact with children, even kindhearted hugs?!>

Was it a good thing for children and parents that male day care
providers left the profession for fear of being falsely accused of sex
crimes? In an article in the Journal of American Culture, sociologist Mary
DeYoung has argued that, day care was “refeminized” as a result of the
panics. “Once again, and in the time-honored and very familiar tradi-
tion of the family, the primary responsibility for the care and socializa-
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tion of young children was placed on the shoulders of low-paid
women,” she contends.!6

We all pay one of the costs of panics: huge sums of money go to
waste. Hysteria over the ritual abuse of children cost billions of dollars
in police investigations, trials, and imprisonments. Men and women
went to jail for years “on the basis of some of the most fantastic claims
ever presented to an American jury,” as Dorothy Rabinowitz of the
Wall Street Journal demonstrated in a series of investigative articles for
which she became a Pulitizer Prize finalist in 1996. Across the nation
expensive surveillance programs were implemented to protect children
from fiends who reside primarily in the imaginations of adults.?”

The price tag for our panic about overall crime has grown so monu-
mental that even law-and-order zealots find it hard to defend. The
criminal justice system costs Americans close to $100 billion a year,
most of which goes to police and prisons. In Californja we spend more
on jails than on higher education. Yet increases in the number of police
and prison cells do not correlate consistently with reductions in the
number of serious crimes committed. Criminologists who study reduc-
tions in homicide rates, for instance, find little difference between cities
that substantially expand their police forces and prison capacity and
others that do not.1#

The turnabout in domestic public spending over the past quarter
century, from child welfare and antipoverty programs to incarceration,
did not even produce reductions in fear of crime. Increasing the num-
ber of cops and jails arguably has the opposite effect: it suggests that the
crime problem is all the more out of control.’?

Panic-driven public spending generates over the long term a pathol-
ogy akin to one found in drug addicts. The more money and attention
we fritter away on our compulsions, the less we have available for our
real needs, which consequently grow larger. While fortunes are being
spent to protect children from dangers that few ever encounter, ap-
proximately 11 million children lack health insurance, 12 million are
malnourished, and rates of illiteracy are increasing.2°

I do not contend, as did President Roosevelt in 1933, that “the only
thing we have to fear is fear itself.” My point is that we often fear the
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wrong things. In the 1990s middle-income and poorer Americans
should have worried about unemployment insurance, which covered a
smaller share of workers than twenty years earlier. Many of us have
had friends or family out of work during economic downturns or as a
result of corporate restructuring. Living in a nation with one of the
largest income gaps of any industrialized country, where the bottom 40
percent of the population is worse off financially than their counter-
parts two decades earlier, we might also have worried about income in-
equality. Or poverty. During the mid- and late 1990s 5 million elderly
Americans had no food in their homes, more than 20 million people
used emergency food programs each year, and one in five children
lived in poverty—more than a quarter million of them homeless. All
told, a larger proportion of Americans were poor than three decades
earlier.?!

One of the paradoxes of a culture of fear is that serious problems re-
main widely ignored even though they give rise to precisely the dan-
gers that the populace most abhors. Poverty, for example, correlates
strongly with child abuse, crime, and drug abuse. Income inequality is
also associated with adverse outcomes for society as a whole. The
larger the gap between rich and poor in a society, the higher its overall
death rates from heart disease, cancer, and murder. Some social scien-
tists argue that extreme inequality also threatens political stability in a
nation such as the United States, where we think of ourselves not as
“haves and have nots” but as “haves and will haves.” “Unlike the citi-
zens of most other nations, Americans have always been united less by
a shared past than by the shared dreams of a better future. If we lose
that common future,” the Brandeis University economist Robert Reich
has suggested, “we lose the glue that holds our nation together.”22

The combination of extreme inequality and poverty can prove ex-
plosive. In an insightful article in U.S. News & World Report in 1997
about militia groups reporters Mike Tharp and William Holstein noted
that people’s motivations for joining these groups are as much eco-
nomic as ideological. The journalists argued that the disappearance of
military and blue-collar jobs, along with the decline of family farming,
created the conditions under which a new breed of protest groups
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flourished. “What distinguishes these antigovernment groups from, say,
traditional conservatives who mistrust government is that their anger is
fueled by direct threats to their livelihood, and they carry guns,” Tharp
and Holstein wrote.?

That last phrase alludes to a danger that by any rational calculation
deserves top billing on Americans’ lists of fears. So gun crazed is this
nation that Burger King had to order a Baltimore franchise to stop giv-
ing away coupons from a local sporting goods store for free boxes of
bullets with the purchase of guns. We have more guns stolen from their
owners—about 300,000 annually—than many countries have gun own-
ers. In Great Britain, Australia, and Japan, where gun ownership is se-
verely restricted, no more than a few dozen people are killed each year
by handguns. In the United States, where private citizens own a
quarter-billion guns, around 15,000 people are killed, 18,000 commit
suicide, and another 1,500 die accidentally from firearms. American
children are twelve times more liked to die from gun injuries than are
youngsters in other industrialized nations.2*

Yet even after tragedies that could not have occurred except for the
availability of guns, their significance is either played down or missed
altogether. Had the youngsters in the celebrated schoolyard shootings
of 1997-98 not had access to guns, some or all of the people they killed
would be alive today. Without their firepower those boys lacked the
strength, courage, and skill to commit multiple murders. Nevertheless
newspapers ran editorials with titles such as “It’s Not Guns, It’s Killer
Kids” (Fort Worth Star-Telegram) and “Guns Aren’t the Problem” (New
York Post), and journalists, politicians, and pundits blathered on end-
lessly about every imaginable cause of youthful rage, from “the psy-
chology of violence in the South” to satanism to fights on “Jerry
Springer” and simulated shooting in Nintendo games.?*

Two Easy Explanations

In the following discussion I will try to answer two questions: Why are
Americans so fearful lately, and why are our fears so often misplaced?
To both questions the same two-word answer is commonly given by
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scholars and journalists: premillennial tensions. The final years of a
millennium and the early years of a new millennium provoke mass
anxiety and ill reasoning, the argument goes. So momentous does the
calendric change seem, the populace cannot keep its wits about it.

Premillennial tensions probably do help explain some of our collec-
tive irrationality. Living in a scientific era, most of us grant the arbitrari-
ness of reckoning time in base-ten rather than, say, base-twelve, and
from the birth of Christ rather than from the day Muhammad moved
from Mecca. Yet even the least superstitious among us cannot quite
manage to think of the year 2000 as ordinary. Social psychologists have
long recognized a human urge to convert vague uneasiness into defin-
able concerns, real or imagined. In a classic study thirty years ago Alan
Kerckhoff and Kurt Back pointed out that “the belief in a tangible
threat makes it possible to explain and justify one’s sense of discom-
fort.”26

Some historical evidence also supports the hypothesis that people
panic at the brink of centuries and millennia. Witness the “panic terror”
in Europe around the year 1000 and the witch hunts in Salem in the
1690s. As a complete or dependable explanation, though, the millen-
nium hypothesis fails. Historians emphasize that panics of equal or
greater intensity occur in odd years, as demonstrated by anti-Indian
hysteria in the mid 1700s and McCarthyism in the 1950s. Scholars
point out too that calendars cannot account for why certain fears oc-
cupy people at certain times (witches then, killer kids now).??

Another popular explanation blames the news media. We have so
many fears, many of them off-base, the argument goes, because the me-
dia bombard us with sensationalistic stories designed to increase rat-
ings. This explanation, sometimes called the media-effects theory, is
less simplistic than the millennium hypothesis and éontajrls sizable ker-
nels of truth. When researchers from Emory University computed the
levels of coverage of various health dangers in popular magazines and
newspapers they discovered an inverse relationship: much less space
was devoted to several of the major causes of death than to some un-
common causes. The leading cause of death, heart disease, received ap-
proximately the same amount of coverage as the eleventh-ranked cause
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of death, homicide. They found a similar inverse relationship in cover-
age of risk factors associated with serious illness and death. The lowest-
ranking risk factor, drug use, received nearly as much attention as the
second-ranked risk factor, diet and exercise.?8

Disproportionate coverage in the news media plainly has effects on
readers and viewers. When Esther Madriz, a professor at Hunter Col-
lege, interviewed women in New York City about their fears of crime
they frequently responded with the phrase “I saw it in the news.” The
interviewees identified the news media as both the source of their fears
and the reason they believed those fears were valid. Asked in a national
poll why they believe the country has a serious crime problem, 76 per-
cent of people cited stories they had seen in the media. Only 22 per-
cent cited personal experience.?°

When professors Robert Blendon and John Young of Harvard ana-
lyzed forty-seven surveys about drug abuse conducted between 1978
and 1997, they too discovered that the news media, rather than per-
sonal experience, provide Americans with their predominant fears.
Eight out of ten adults say that drug abuse has never caused problems
in their family, and the vast majority report relatively little direct expe-
rience with problems related to drug abuse. Widespread concern about
drug problems emanates, Blendon and Young determined, from scares
in the news media, television in particular.3

Television news programs survive on scares. On local newscasts,
where producers live by the dictum “if it bleeds, it leads,” drug, crime,
and disaster stories make up most of the news portion of the broad-
casts. Evening newscasts on the major networks are somewhat less
bloody, but between 1990 and 1998, when the nation’s murder rate de-
clined by 20 percent, the number of murder stories on network news-
casts increased 600 percent (not counting stories about O. J. Simpson).3!

After the dinnertime newscasts the networks broadcast news-
magazines, whose guiding principle seems to be that no danger is too
small to magnify into a national nightmare. Some of the risks reported
by such programs would be merely laughable were they not hyped
with so much fanfare: “Don’t miss Dateline tonight or YOU could be
the next victim!” Competing for ratings with drama programs and
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movies during prime-time evening hours, newsmagazines feature story
lines that would make a writer for “Homicide” or “ER” wince.32

“It can happen in a flash. Fire breaks out on the operating table. The
patient is surrounded by flames,” Barbara Walters exclaimed on ABC’s
“20/20” in 1998. The problem—oxygen from a face mask ignited by a
surgical instrument—occurs “more often than you might think,” she
cautioned in her introduction, even though reporter Arnold Diaz
would note later, during the actual report, that out of 27 million surg-
eries each year the situation arises only about a hundred times. No mat-
ter, Diaz effectively nullified the reassuring numbers as soon as they left
his mouth. To those who “may say it’s too small a risk to worry about”
he presented distraught victims: a woman with permanent scars on her
face and a man whose son had died.?3

The gambit is common. Producers of TV newsmagazines routinely let
emotional accounts trump objective information. In 1994 medical au-
thorities attempted to cut short the brouhaha over flesh-eating bacteria
by publicizing the fact that an American is fifty-five times more likely to
be struck by lightning than die of the suddenly celebrated microbe. Yet
TV journalists brushed this fact aside with remarks like, “whatever the
statistics, it’s devastating to the victims” (Catherine Crier on “20/20”), ac-
companied by stomach-turning videos of disfigured patients.3+

Sheryl Stolberg, then a medical writer for the Los Angeles Times, put
her finger on what makes the TV newsmagazines so cavalier: “Killer
germs are perfect for prime time,” she wrote. “They are invisible, un-
controllable, and, in the case of Group A strep, can invade the body in
an unnervingly simple manner, through a cut or scrape.” Whereas
print journalists only described in words the actions of “billions of bac-
teria” spreading “like underground fires” throughout a person’s body,
TV newsmagazines made use of special effects to depict graphically
how these “merciless killers” do their damage.3>

In Praise of Journalists

*

Any analysis of the culture of fear that ignored the news media would
be patently incomplete, and of the several institutions most culpable for
creating and sustaining scares the news media are arguably first among
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equals. They are also the most promising candidates for positive change.
Yet by the same token critiques such as Stolberg’s presage a crucial
shortcoming in arguments that blame the media. Reporters not only
spread fears, they also debunk them and criticize one another for spook-
ing the public. A wide array of groups, including businesses, advocacy
organizations, religious sects, and political parties, promote and profit
from scares. News organizations are distinguished from other fear-mon-
gering groups because they sometimes bite the scare that feeds them.

A group that raises money for research into a particular disease is
not likely to negate concerns about that disease. A company that sells
alarm systems is not about to call attention to the fact that crime is
down. News organizations, on the other hand, periodically allay the
very fears they arouse to lure audiences. Some newspapers that ran sto-
ries about child murderers, rather than treat every incident as evidence
of a shocking trend, affirmed the opposite. After the schoolyard shoot-
ing in Kentucky the New York Times ran a sidebar alongside its feature
story with the headline “Despite Recent Carnage, School Violence Is
Not on Rise.” Following the Jonesboro killings they ran a similar piece,
this time on a recently released study showing the rarity of violent
crimes in schools.36

Several major newspapers parted from the pack in other ways. US4
Today and the Washington Post, for instance, made sure their readers
knew that what should worry them is the availability of guns. US4 T¢-
day ran news stories explaining that easy access to guns in homes ac-
counted for increases in the number of juvenile arrests for homicide in
rural areas during the 1990s. While other news outlets were respect-
fully quoting the mother of the thirteen-year-old Jonesboro shooter,
who said she did not regret having encouraged her son to learn to fire a
gun (“it’s like anything else, there’s some people that can drink a beer
and not become an alcoholic”), USA Today ran an op-ed piece propos-
ing legal parameters for gun ownership akin to those for the use of al-
cohol and motor vehicles. And the paper published its own editorial in
support of laws that require gun owners to lock their guns or keep them
in locked containers. Adopted at that time by only fifteen states, the
laws had reduced the number of deaths among children in those states
by 23 percent.®’
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The Washington Post, meanwhile, published an excellent investigative
piece by reporter Sharon Walsh showing that guns increasingly were
being marketed to teenagers and children. Quoting advertisements and
statistics from gun manufacturers and the National Rifle Association,
Walsh revealed that by 1998 the primary market for guns—white
males—had been saturated and an effort to market to women had failed.
Having come to see children as its future, the gun industry has taken to
running ads like the one Walsh found in a Smith & Wesson catalog:
“Seems like only yesterday that your father brought you here for the
first time,” reads the copy beside a photo of a child aiming a handgun,
his father by his side. “Those sure were the good times—just you, dad
and his Smith & Wesson.”38

As a social scientist I am impressed and somewhat embarrassed to
find that journalists, more often than media scholars, identify the jug-
glery involved in making small hazards appear huge and huge hazards
disappear from sight. Take, for example, the scare several years ago
over the Ebola virus. Another Washington Post reporter, John Schwartz,
identified a key bit of hocus-pocus used to sell that scare. Schwartz
called it “the Cuisinart Effect,” because it involves the mashing to-
gether of images and story lines from fiction and reality. A report by
Dateline NBC on deaths in Zaire, for instance, interspersed clips from
Outbreak, a movie whose plot involves a lethal virus that threatens to
kill the entire U.S. population. Alternating between Dustin Hoffman’s
character exclaiming, “We can’t stop it!” and real-life science writer
Laurie Garrett, author of The Coming Plague, proclaiming that “HIV is
not an aberration . . . it’s part of a trend,” Dateline’s report gave the im-
pression that swarms of epidemics were on their way.3

Another great journalist-debunker, Malcolm Gladwell, noted that
the book that had inspired Outbreak, Richard Preston's The Hot Zone,
itself was written “in self-conscious imitation of a sci-fi thriller.” In the
real-world incident that occasioned The Hot Zone, monkeys infected in
Zaire with a strain of Ebola virus were quarantined at a government
facility in Reston, Virginia. The strain turned out not to be lethal in
humans, but neither Preston in his book nor the screenwriters for
Outbreak nor TV producers who sampled from the movie let that anti-
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climax interfere with the scare value of their stories. Preston specu-
lates about an airborne strain of Ebola being carried by travelers from
African airports to European, Asian, and American cities. In Qutbreak
hundreds of people die from such an airborne strain before a cure is
miraculously discovered in the nick of time to save humanity. In
truth, Gladwell points out in a piece in The New Republic, an Ebola
strain that is both virulent to humans and airborne is unlikely to
emerge and would mutate rapidly if it did, becoming far less potent
before it had a chance to infect large numbers of people on a single
continent, much less'throughout the globe. “It is one of the ironies of
the analysis of alarmists such as Preston that they are all too willing
to point out the limitations of human beings, but they ne-
glect to point out the limitations of microscopic life forms,” Gladwell
notes.40

Such disproofs of disease scares appear rather frequently in general-
interest magazines and newspapers, including in publications where
one might not expect to find them. The Wall Street Journal, for instance,
while primarily a business publication and itself a retailer of fears about
governmental regulators, labor unions, and other corporate-preferred
hobgoblins, has done much to demolish medical myths. Among my
personal favorites is an article published in 1996 titled “Fright by the
Numbers,” in which reporter Cynthia Crossen rebuts a cover story in
Time magazine on prostate cancer. One in five men will get the disease,
Time thundered. “That’s scary. But it’s also a lifetime risk—the accumu-
lated risk over some 80 years of life,” Crossen responds. A forty-year-
old’s chance of coming down with (not dying of) prostate cancer in the
next ten years is 1 in 1,000, she goes on to report. His odds rise to 1 in
100 over twenty years. Even by the time he’s seventy, he has only a 1in
20 chance of any kind of cancer, including prostate.4!

In the same article Crossen counters other alarmist claims as well,
such as the much-repeated pronouncement that one in three Ameri-
cans is obese. The number actually refers to how many are overweight,
a less serious condition. Fewer are obese (a term that is less than objec-
tive itself), variously defined as 20 to 40 percent above ideal body
weight as determined by current standards.*2
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Morality and Marketing

To blame the media is to oversimplify the complex role that journalists
play as both proponents and doubters of popular fears. It is also to beg
the same key issue that the millennium hypothesis evades: why particu-
lar anxieties take hold when they do. Why do news organizations and
their audiences find themselves drawn to one hazard rather than an-
other?

Mary Douglas, the eminent anthropologist who devoted much of her
career to studying how people interpret risk, pointed out that every so-
ciety has an almost infinite quantity of potential dangers from which to
choose. Societies differ both in the types of dangers they select and the
number. Dangers get selected for special emphasis, Douglas showed,
either because they offend the basic moral principles of the society or
because they enable criticism of disliked groups and institutions. In
Risk and Culture, a book she wrote with Aaron Wildavsky, the authors
give an example from fourteenth-century Europe. Impure water had
been a health danger long before that time, but only after it became
convenient to accuse Jews of poisoning the wells did people become
preoccupied with it.

Or take a more recent institutional example. In the first half of the
1990s U.S. cities spent at least $10 billion to purge asbestos from public
schools, even though removing asbestos from buildings posed a greater
health hazard than leaving it in place. At a time when about one-third
of the nation’s schools were in need of extensive repairs the money
might have been spent to renovate dilapidated buildings. But hazards
posed by seeping asbestos are morally repugnant. A product that was
supposed to protect children from fires might be giving them cancer.
By directing our worries and dollars at asbestos we express outrage at
technology and industry run afoul.+3

From a psychological point of view extreme fear and outrage are of-
ten projections. Consider, for example, the panic over violence against
children. By failing to provide adequate education, nutrition, housing,
parenting, medical services, and child care over the past couple of
decades we have done the nation’s children immense harm. Yet we
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project our guilt onto a cavalcade of bogeypeople—pedophile preschool
teachers, preteen mass murderers, and homicidal au pairs, to name
only a few.+4

When Debbie Nathan, a journalist, and Michael Snedeker, an attor-
ney, researched the evidence behind publicized reports in the 1980s and
early 1990s of children being ritually raped and tortured they learned
that although seven out of ten Americans believed that satanic cults
were committing these atrocities, few of the incidents had actually oc-
curred. At the outset of each ritual-abuse case the children involved
claimed they had not been molested. They later changed their tunes at
the urging of parents and law enforcement authorities. The ghastly tales
of abuse, it turns out, typically came from the parents themselves, usu-
ally the mothers, who had convinced themselves they were true. Nathan
and Snedeker suggest that some of the mothers had been abused them-
selves and projected those horrors, which they had trouble facing di-
rectly, onto their children. Other mothers, who had not been victimized
in those ways, used the figure of ritually abused children as a medium of
protest against male dominance more generally. Allegations of children
being raped allowed conventional wives and mothers to speak out
against men and masculinity without having to fear they would seem
unfeminine. “The larger culture,” Nathan and Snedeker note, “still re-
quired that women’s complaints about inequality and sexual violence be
communicated through the innocent, mortified voice of the child.”

Diverse groups used the ritual-abuse scares to diverse ends. Well-
known feminists such as Gloria Steinem and Catharine MacKinnon
took up the cause, depicting ritually abused children as living proof of
the ravages of patriarchy and the need for fundamental social reform.4°

This was far from the only time feminist spokeswomen have mon-
gered fears about sinister breeds of men who exist in nowhere near the
high numbers they allege. Another example occurred a few years ago
when teen pregnancy was much in the news. Feminists helped popular-
ize the frightful but erroneous statistic that two out of three teen moth-
ers had been seduced and abandoned by adult men. The true figure is
more like one in ten, but some feminists continued to cultivate the
scare well after the bogus stat had been definitively debunked.*6
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Within public discourse fears proliferate through a process of ex-
change. It is from crosscurrents of scares and counterscares that the cul-
ture of fear swells ever larger. Even as feminists disparage large classes
of men, they themselves are a staple of fear mongering by conserva-
tives. To hear conservatives tell it, feminists are not only “anti-child and
anti-family” (Arianna Huffington) but through women’s studies pro-
grams on college campuses they have fomented an “anti-science and
anti-reason movement” (Christina Hoff Sommers).4’

Conservatives also like to spread fears about liberals, who respond
in kind. Among other pet scares, they accuse liberals of creating “chil-
dren without consciences” by keeping prayer out of schools—to which
liberals rejoin with warnings that right-wing extremists intend to turn
youngsters into Christian soldiers.*8

Samuel Taylor Coleridge was right when he claimed, “In politics,
what begins in fear usually ends up in folly.” Political activists are more
inclined, though, to heed an observation from Richard Nixon: “People
react to fear, not love. They don’t teach that in Sunday school, but it’s
true.” That principle, which guided the late president’s political strategy
throughout his career, is the sine qua non of contemporary political
campaigning. Marketers of products and services ranging from car
alarms to TV news programs have taken it to heart as well.4

The short answer to why Americans harbor so many misbegotten
fears is that immense power and money await those who tap into our
moral insecurities and supply us with symbolic substitutes. This book
provides the longer answer by identifying the actual vendors of our
fears, their marketing methods, and incentives. the rest of us must buy
into.



	xi
	xii
	xiii
	xiv
	xv
	xvi
	xvii
	xviii
	xix
	xx
	xxi
	xxii
	xxiii
	xxiv
	xxv
	xxvi
	xxvii
	xxviii

