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THE CULTURE OF FEAR

Why Americans Are Afraid of the
wrong Things

BARRY GLASSNER

Culture is defined as the shared ways of a human social group- This defini-
tion includes the ways of thinking, understanding, and feeling that have
been gained through common experience in social groups and are passed on
from one generation to another. Thus, culture reflects the social patterns of
thought, emotions, and practices that arise from social interaction within a
given society. In this reading, the first of four to explore culture, Barry
Glassner examines one aspect of American culture, which he labels the cul-
ture of fear. Glassner, a professor of sociology at Washington University in
St. Louis, raises interesting questions about our culture and the implications
of living in a culture of fear. This excerpt is taken from Glassner’s 1999

award-winning book of the same name: The Culture of Fear: Why Americans
Are Afraid of the Wrong Things.
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ten believe the drgg problem is out of control, and only one in six believe the
country was making progress??
1990(3?;1‘2 3151 :rrl:alppy ending and we write a new disaster story. In the late
ployment rate was below 5 percent for the first time in a quar-
ter century. People who had been pounding the pavement for years could
fmall.y get worl.<. 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.”

.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 diseases published over the
course of a year in the Washington Post, the New York Times, and USA Today.
He learned that, in addition to 59 million Americans with heart disease,
53 million with migraines, 25 million with osteoporosis, 16 million with obe-
sity, and 3 million with cancer, 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 Windolf, an edi-
tor of the New York Observer, collated estimates for maladies ranging from
borderline personality disorder (10 million) and sex addiction (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 quantifiable 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 Mental
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 1997.5. ..

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.
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The more things improve the more pessimistic we become. Violence-
related deaths at the nation’s schools dropped to a record low during the
1996-97 academic year (19 deaths out of 54 million children), and only one in
ten public schools reported any serious crime. Yet Time and U.S. News &
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the criminologist Vincent Schiraldi tried to explain that the recent string of
incidents did not constitute a trend, that youth homicide rates had declined
by 30 percent 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 15
precisely the right word to describe the events, and he called it “a grave
mistake” to imagine otherwise. . ..

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 overdrawn fears only
cause hardship. . ..

— T 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 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 counterparts two decades earlier, we might also have worried about in-
come inequality. 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 remain
widely ignored even though they give rise to precisely the dangers that the
populace most abhors. Poverty, for example, correlates strongly with child

abuse, crime, and drug abuse. Income inequality is also associated with ad-

verse 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 scientists argue that extreme inequality also threat-
ens 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.” “Un-
like the citizens 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.”"?

The combination of extreme inequality and poverty can prove explosive.
In an insightful article in U.S. News & World Report in 1997 about militia
groups, reporters Mike Tharp and William Holstein notfzd thgt people’s
motivations for joining these groups are as much economic as ideological.

s
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The journalists argued that the disappearance of mlllil:;ﬁry an;tblue-co]lar
jobs, along with the decline of family farml'ng, crr—,::ated the condi fO;:s under
which a new breed of protest groups flourished. “What c'ilstmglgls es these
antigovernment groups from, say, traditiongl conservatives w 1(') ni[-lStht
government is that their anger is fueled by direct threats to their livelihood,

and they carry guns,” Tharp and Holstein wrote.'? . S

That last phrase alludes to a danger that by any rational calcu o.a:EIOI"l de-

serves top billing on Americans’ lists of fears. So gun crazed lS.f}jllb nation
that Burger King had to order a Baltimore franchise to stop giving away
coupons from a local sporting goods store for free boxes (.)f bullets with the
purchase of guns. We have more guns stolen from their owners—a-bqut
300,000 annually—than many countries have gun owners. In Great Britain,
Australia, and Japan, where gun ownership is severely 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 peo-
ple are killed, 18,000 commit suicide, and another 1,500 die accidentally from
firearms. American children are twelve times more [likely] to die from gun
injuries than are youngsters in other industrialized nations."

Yet even after tragedies that could not have occurred except for the avail-
ability 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 endlessly about every imaginable cause of you,thful
rage, from “the psychology of violence in the South” to satanism to fights on
“Jerry Springer” and simulated shooting in Nintendo games.!5,

In Praise of Journalists

Any analysis of the culture of fear that ignored the news media woulg b
patently incomplete, and of the several institutions most culpable for ¢ i
ing and sustaining scares the news media are arguably first among e ue?t—
They are also the most promising candidates for positive change. Ye¢ 1? :C:hs.
same token, critiques such as Stolberg’s presage a crucial shor tCOmin’g iz; )
guments that blame the media. Reporters not only spread fears, they algg c? .
bunk them and criticize one another for spooking the public. A wide arrg s;
groups, including businesses, advocacy organizations, religious sects, gnd
political parties, promote and profit from scares. News organizations are djs-
tinguished from other fear-mongering 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
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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 stories about child mur-
derers, rather than treat every incident as evidence of a shocking trend,
affirmed the opposite. After the schoolyard shooting 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.'®

Several major newspapers parted from the pack in other ways. USA Today
and the Washington Post, for instance, made sure their readers knew that what
should worry them is the availability of guns. USA Today ran news stories
explaining that easy access to guns in homes accounted for increases in the
number of juvenile arrests for homicide in rural areas during the 1990s. While
other news outlets were respectfully 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
proposing legal parameters for gun ownership akin to those for the use of
alcohol and motor vehicles. And the paper published its own editorial in sup-
port 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.'”

Morality and Marketing

Why do news organizations and their audiences find themselves drawn to
one hazard rather than another? . ..

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 indus-
try run afoul.’® . ..

Within public discourse fears proliferate through a process of exchange.
It is from crosscurrents of scares and counterscares that the culture of fear
swells ever larger. Even as feminists disparage large classes of men, they
themselves are a staple of fear mongering by conservatives. To hear conserv-
atives tell it, feminists are not only “anti-child and anti-family” (Arianna
Huffington) but through women'’s studies programs on college campuses
they have fomented an “anti-science and anti-reason movement” (Christina
Hoff Sommers)."’
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Conservatives also like to spread fears about liberals, Wl‘}O reB‘?pqnd in
kind. Among other pet scares, they accuse liberals of creating “children

without consciences” by keeping prayer out of schools—to which hberalg re-
join with warnings that right-wing extremists intend to turn youngsters into
Christian soldiers.” _ » liti

Samuel Taylor Coleridge was right when he claimed, “In politics, what

begins in fear usually ends up in folly.” Political activiits are more inclined,
though, to heed an observation from Richard Nixon:. People”react to .fea'r,
not love. They don’t teach that in Sunday school, but it's true. That princi-
ple, which guided the late president’s political strategy throughout his ca-
reer, 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.”
The short answer to why Americans harbor so many misbegotten fears is
that immense power and money await those who tap into our moral insecu-
rities and supply us with symbolic substitutes.
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