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Fear, the Media,
and the

Construction of
Deviance

Barry Glassner

Fear is one of the most powerful of human
emotions. Fear is blinding. Fear invades the
psyche and overwhelms it. Fear arises from
perception, so if people believe something is
dangerous or risky or threatening, then that
fear is real to them. But things that people often
fear the most actually pose little or no objective
danger. When fear mediates the construction
of deviance, the consequences are anything
but good.

Few institutions are better at generating
misplaced fears than the ratings-obsessed
news media, who routinely elevate the rare and
sensational to the “everyday.” Isolated events
are magnified into full-blown social catastro-
phes. Anomalies become representative of
larger, more ominous patterns. Exceptions to
the rule become the rule itself. With “no danger
. . .to0 small to magnify into a national night-
mare” (Glassner 1999, xxi), citizens believe
that gloom and doom are always just around
the comner.

In the past, most people thought that bad
things would never happen to them—a phe-
nomenon social psychologists call the “illu-
sion of control” (Langer 1975). Now it seems
that control itself is illusory, and a cultural
paranoia seems to grow stronger with each
passing news cycle. Although fear has always
plaved a part in the construction of deviance,
in the age of video and sound bites, its influ-
ence seems to have become greatly magnified.

Deviance, we know, is that which is so la-
beled by the people with the power to make and

attach the labels. Howard Becker suggests that
“moral entrepreneurs” are the principal actors
in this drama, persons who translate their val-
ues and concerns into norms by virtue of polit-
ical, social, and economic influence. Tradi-
tionally, the media are thought to be mere
mouthpieces in this process, listening to
policymakers and reporting what they tell
them, but increasingly, they seem to be exert-
ing a primary influence in their own right.
Fear mongering is done first and foremost for
ratings: the news business is a business; rat-
ings attract advertisers, and advertisers mean
profit. The consequences, however,—intended
or unintended—are troubling. When the me-
dia’s “dubious statistics” and stilted represen-
tations make us fear the wrong things, serious
forms of rule-breaking will be trivialized and
too many resources will be dedicated to the
wrong kinds of causes. Policymakers, in turn,
feel the need to sanction rule-breaking that
does not need to be sanctioned—resulting in
what some suggest to be an ever-intruding
state, in which the most minute forms of devi-
ance are singled out for social control while far
more serious problems are ignored.

cc hy 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 prob-
lem™! . ...

Give us a happy ending and we write a
new disaster story. In the late 1990s the un-
employment 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
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few years earlier—also erroneously—when
the unemployment rate dipped below 6 per-
cent.?

We compound our worries beyond all rea-
son. ...

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. . . .

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 dol-
lars in police investigations, trials, and im-
prisonments. Men and women went to jail
for years “on the basis of some of the most
fantastic claims ever presented to an Ameri-
can jury,” as Dorothy Rabinowitz of the Wall
Street Journal demonstrated in a series of in-
vestigative articles for which she became a
Pulitzer Prize finalist in 1996. Across the na-
tion 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 monumental 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 California we
spend more on jails than on higher educa-
tion. 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 reductions in homicide rates, for in-
stance, find little difference between cities
that substantially expand their police forces
and prison capacity and others that do not.*

The turnabout in domestic public spend-
ing over the past quarter century, from child
welfare and antipoverty programs to incar-
ceration, did not even produce reductions in
fear of crime. Increasing the number 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 pathology akin to one
found in drug addicts. The more money and
attention we fritter away on our compul-
sions, 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 encoun-
ter, approximately 11 million children lack
health insurance, 12 million are malnour-
ished, and rates of illiteracy are increasing.®

I do not contend, as did President Roose-
velt in 1933, that “the only thing we have to
fear is fear itself.” My point is that we often
fear the wrong things. . . .

One of the paradoxes of a culture of fear is
that serious problems remain widely ig-
nored 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. In-
come inequality is also associated with ad-
verse outcomes for society as a whole. The
larger the gap between rich and poor in a so-
ciety, the higher its overall death rates from
heart disease, cancer, and murder. . . .

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?

. . .[One] popular explanation blames the
news media. We have so many fears, many of
them off-base, the argument goes, because
the media bombard us with sensationalistic
stories designed to increase ratings. . . .

Disproportionate coverage in the news
media plainly has effects on readers and
viewers. When Esther Madriz, a professor at
Hunter College, interviewed women in New
York City about their fears of crime they fre-
quently 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 be-
lieve the country has a serious crime prob-
lem, 76 percent of people cited stories they
had seen in the media. Only 22 percent cited
personal experience.”

When professors Robert Blendon and
John Young of Harvard analyzed forty-seven
surveys about drug abuse conducted be-
tween 1978 and 1997, they too discovered
that the news media, rather than personal



experience, provide Americans with their
predominant fears. Eight out of ten adults
say that drug abuse has never caused prob-
lems in their family, and the vast majority re-
port relatively little direct experience 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.?

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 broadcasts. Evening
newscasts on the major networks are some-
what 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 newscasts increased 600
percent (not counting stories about O. J.
Simpson).®

After the dinnertime newscasts the net-
works broadcast newsmagazines, whose
guiding principle seems to be that no danger
is too small to magnify into a national night-
mare. 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 movies during prime-
time evening hours, newsmagazines feature
story lines that would make a writer for Ho-
micide or ER wince.10

“It can happen in a flash. Fire breaks out
on the operating table. The patient is sur-
rounded by flames,” Barbara Walters ex-
claimed on ABC'’s 20/20 in 1998. The prob-
lem—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 re-
port, that out of 27 million surgeries each
year the situation arises only about a hun-
dred times. No matter, Diaz effectively nulli-
fied 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 dis-
traught victims: a woman with permanent
scars on her face and a man whose son had
died.1!
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The gambit is common. Producers of TV
newsmagazines routinely let emotional ac-
counts trump objective information. In 1994
medical authorities 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 light-
ning than die of the suddenly celebrated mi-
crobe. Yet TV journalists brushed this fact
aside with remarks like, “whatever the statis-
tics, it's devastating to the victims”
(Catherine Crier on 20/20), accompanied by
stomach-turning videos of disfigured pa-
tients.!2

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, uncontrollable,
and, in the case of Group A strep, can invade
the body in an unnervingly simple manner,
through a cut or scrape.” Whereas print jour-
nalists only described in words the actions of
“billions of bacteria” spreading “like under-
ground fires” throughout a person’s body, TV
newsmagazines made use of special effects
to depict graphically how these “merciless
killers” do their damage.!3 . ..

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 mil-
lennium hypothesis evades: why particular
anxieties take hold when they do. Why do
news organizations and their audiences find
themselves drawn to one hazard rather than
another?

Mary Douglas, the eminent anthropolo-
gist who devoted much of her career to
studying how people interpret risk, pointed
out that every society 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
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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 poi-
soning the wells did people become preoccu-
pied with it. . ..

From a psychological point of view ex-
treme fear and outrage are often projections.
Consider, for example, the panic over vio-
lence 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
project our guilt onto a cavalcade of
bogeypeople—pedophile preschool teach-
ers, preteen mass murderers, and homicidal
au pairs, to name only a few.14

When Debbie Nathan, a journalist, and
Michael Snedeker, an attorney, 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 be-
lieved that satanic cults were committing
these atrocities, few of the incidents had ac-
tually occurred. 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, usually
the mothers, who had convinced themselves
they were true. Nathan and Snedeker sug-
gest that some of the mothers had been
abused themselves and projected those hor-
rors, which they had trouble facing directly,
onto their children. Other mothers, who had
not been victimized in those ways, used the
figure of ritually abused children as a me-
dium of protest against male dominance
more generally. Allegations of children being
raped allowed conventional wives and moth-
ers to speak out against men and masculinity
without having to fear they would seem un-
feminine. “The larger culture,” Nathan and
Snedeker note, “still required that women’s
complaints about inequality and sexual vio-
lence be communicated through the inno-
cent, mortified voice of the child.” . . .[!5]

Within public discourse fears proliferate
through a process of exchange. It is from
crosscurrents of scares and counterscares
that the culture of fear swells everlarger. . ..

The short answer to why Americans har-
bor so many misbegotten fears is that im-
mense power and money await those who
tap into our moral insecurities and supply us
with symbolic substitutes. . . .

Start with silly scares, the kind that would
be laughable were they not advanced with
utter seriousness by influential organiza-
tions, politicians, and news media. Pro-
moted by the same means as other fears—
and often to the same ends—they afford a
comfortable entry point into fear mongers’
bag of tricks. . . .

“There is no terror in the bang, only in the
anticipation of it,” said the ultimate master
of terror, Alfred Hitchcock.[1¢] Fear mongers
regularly put his wisdom to use by depicting
would-be perils as imminent disasters. . . .
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