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and what their rights and obligations at various ages and career stages will
be. Tew people can make those predictions successfully in this country any

more, which indicates that cultural understandings do not always last the

twenty or thirty years necessary for such predictability to be possible. When
that happens, people do not know how to prepare themselves for their work
lives and do not receive the benefits of their earlier investments in hard work.
People who seemed to be goofing off or acling irrationally, for example,
sometimes make windfall profits as the work world comes to need just those
combinations of skills and experiences that they acquired while not follow-
ing a “sensible” career path. As technical and organizational innovations
make new skills more desirable, new career lines open up which were not
and could not have been predicted ten years earlier. The first generation of
computer programmers benefited from that kind of good Iuck, as did the first
generation of drug researchers, among others.

In every society, some of the understandings we have been talking abouf are
thought to be more important, more noble, more imbued with the highest as-
pirations or achievements of that society. For hundreds of years, Western so-
cieties have given that kind of privileged position to what some regard as
“high culture” and what others regard as “culture” without a qualifying ad-
fective—art, veflective thought, philosophy. These pursuits are generally op-
posed to more manual occupations and to those connected with industry
and commerce, although the growth of science and the commercialization of

artin more recent times have created substantial areas of ambiguity. It seems -

obvious, without Thorstein Veblen to point it out, that these judgments re-
flect the relative prestige of those segments of society which more often en-
gage in or patronize those pursuits. They are the hobbies, the playthings of
political and religious leaders as well as of people of power and privilege in
general, and it is a good sociological question whether they receive their
mana from the power of those interested in them or whether they lend some
portion of that mana to those supporters.

How do these areas of cultural understanding differ from the more mun-
dane examples I addressed earlier? They have a better reputation, of course,
but is the basis for that reputation discernible in them or could any set of con-
cetns and activities achieve that special estate? That is an enormously com-
plicated question which I am not going to answer in a few words. Tt is
enough to ask, from the point of view assumed here, what kinds of activities,
pursued by whom, follow from the existence of these understandings. Who
can do what together as a result of their existence?

One answer is that, in Western societies originally at least, culturally rep-
utable activities are carried on by specialists who make a profession of them.
Those professions gather around them a special world—a network of people
who collaborate in the production, distribution, and celebration of “high”
culture—and that collaboration is made possible by the kinds of cultural un-
derstandings I have been discussing throughout this paper.

In addition, the people who cooperate in these ventures regard the
work thev do as havine shecial valie. # Avt” is an hanarific crataomew o wrned
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applied to productions that a society decides to treat as especially valuable.
A great deal of work that seems to share the observable qualities of what
comes to be called high art never earns that distinction, and that suggests
that the difference does not lie in the work so honored but rather in the
process of honoring. We can easily observe, furthermore, that the same ob-

- jects and events earn the label of “art” on some occasions and not others,
] C

often migrating back and forth across the dividing line as fashions change.
(I have discussed these matters at length in Art Worlds.)

High culture, then, consists of work recognized as belonging to an hon-
ored category of cultural understandings by the people who have the
power to make that determination and to have it accepted by others, We
may be able fo devise systematic criteria that will identify work of superior
quality, but it is unlikely that the work we can distinguish in that way will
be the same as the work legitimated as high culture by the institutions that
make that decision for any society.

Thinking of high culture this way suggests the levelling impulse con-
tained in most systematic sociological analysis. Basic social processes, such
as the development of common ways of looking at things, usually cross the
honorific lines drawn in a society. Discussing culture in this fashion may
seem awkward or impudent, but the warrant for doing it comes from the in-
creased understanding the procedure gives us of the processes that lie under
all our activities, honorable and otherwise.
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THE CULTURE OF FEAR

Why Americans Are Afraid of the
Wrong Things

BARRY GLASSNER

Sociologists are interested in how culture limits our free choice and shapes
secial interaction. Because each of us is born into a particular calture that has
certain norms and values, our personal values and life expectations are pro-
foundly influenced by our culture. For example, what are the values of
American culture? Many scholars agree that some dominant U.S. values are

© This chapter was written in the 1990s before the 2008 economic recession and high unemploy-

ment rates. While some economic data may have changed since this chapter was written, the
argument Is still sound. :

" Barry Glassner, excerpts from the “Introduction” from The Culure of Fear: Why Americans Are
Afraid of the Wrong Things. Copyright © 1999 by Barry Glassner. Reprinted by permission of Basic
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achievement, Judeo-Christian morals, material comfort, patriotism, and in-
dividualism. In this reading, the second of three to explore culture, Barry
Glassner examines one aspect of American culture, which he labels fhe cul-
ture of fear, Glassner, professor of sociology at the University of Southern
California, raises interesting questions about our culture and the implica-
tons 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.

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 erime—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 disagtee
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 com-
pared to a decade earlier; almost two-thirds of high school seniors had never
used any illegal drugs, even marijuana. So why did a majority 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 quar-
ter 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.?

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 serfous 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-
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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 officialty 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

Mexi\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 indicates 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 Amer-

icans, 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 mid-

.: dle America, two more groups instantly became spooky: right-wing radio
- talk show hosts wheo criticize the government—depicted by President Bifl

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

8

" gtories.”. ..

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 schocls reported any serious crime. Yet Time and U.S. News &
World Report both ran headlines in 1996 referring to “Teehage 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 shat-

tering wave of uliraviolent, morally vacucus young people some call ‘the

© superpredators,’” William Bennett, the former Secretary of Education, and

John Dilulio, a criminologist, forqcast in a book published in 1996.°
. Instead of the arrival of superpredators, violence by urban youths contin-
ued to decline. So we went looking elsewhere for proof that heinous be-

“-havior by young people was “becoming increasingly more commonplace
. in America” {CNN). After a sixteen-year-old in Pear], Mississippi, and a

" frnirteanavear-nld in West Padnicah Kantiieks woant an chnntine envesce inlafe
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1997, killing five of their classmates and wounding twelve others, these iso-
lated incidents were taken as evidence of an epidemic of seemingly depraved ado-
lescent murderers (Geraldo Rivera). Three months later, in March 1 998, all sense
of proportion vanished after two boys ages eleven and thirteen killed four stu-
‘dents and a teacher in Jonesboro, Arkansas. No longer, we learned in Time,
was it “unusual for kids to getback at the world with live ammunition.” When
a child psychologist on NBC's Today show advised parents to reassure their
children that shootings at schools are rare, reporter Ann Curry corrected him:
But this is the fourth case since October, she said 10
Over the next couple of months young people failed to accommodate 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 reporting 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 stu-
dents, killing two and wounding twenty-three others, the event felt like a con-
tinuation of a “disturbing trend” (New York Times). The day after the shooting,
on National Public Radio’s All Things Considered, the criminelogist 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 vi-
olence at schools. But the show’s host, Robert Sie gel, interrupted him: You're
saying these are just anomalous events? he asked, audibly peeved. The criminol-
ogist reiterated that anomalous is 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. Palse and overdrawn fears only
cause hardship. . .. -

T donot contend, as did President Roosevelt in 1933, that #he only thing we
have to fear is fear ifself. My point is that we often fear the wrong things. In the
1990s middle-income and poorer Americans should have worried about tun-
employment insurance, which covered a smaller share of workers than
twenty years earlier. Many of us have had friends or family out of work dur-
ing 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
income 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™
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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 dangers
that the populace most abhors. Poverty, for example, correlates strongly
with child abuse; crime, and drug abuse. Income inequality is also associ-
ated with adverse outcomes for society as a whole. The larger the gap be-
tween 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 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 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 conamon future,” the Bran-
deis University economist Robert Reich has suggested, “we lose the glue
that holds our nation together.”%

e combination of extreme inequality and poverty can prove explosive.
In an insightful article in U.5. 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 economic 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 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,'3

That last phrase alludes to a danger that by any rational calculation de-
serves top billing on Americans’ lists of fears. So gun crazed is this nation
that Burger King had to order a Baltimore franchise to stop.giving 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 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 twélve 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
. tifles 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 youthful
- rage, from “the psychology of violence in the South” to satanism to fights on
o _Jerry Springer and simulated shootine in Nintendo eames 15,
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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 creat-
ing and sustaining scares the news media are arguably first among 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 spooking the public. A wide array
of groups, including businesses, advocacy organizations, religious sects, and
political parties, promote and profit from scares. News organizations are dis-
tinguished from other fearmongering 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 abouf 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 Camage, 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
tolearn 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 support of laws that re-
quire 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 sreater health hazard fhan leavino it in nlara At a fime when aheart
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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 produict 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 crossciurents 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 fearmongering 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).”

Conservatives also like to spread fears about liberals, who respond in
kind. Among other pet scares, they accuse liberals of creating “children
without consciences” by keeping prayer out of schools—to which liberats re-
join with warnings that right-wing extremists infend to turn youngsters into
Christian soldiers.? -

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 princi-
ple, 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.?

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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LOVELY HULA HANDS

Corporate Tourism and the Prostitution
of Hawaiian Gulture

HAUNANI-KAY TRASK

Many U.S. racial-ethnic groups, including Native Americans, Latina/os,
and African Americans, have experienced cultural exploitation. Explojtation
oceurs when aspects of a subculture, such as its beliefs, rituals, and social
customs, are commodified and marketed without the cuttural group’s
permission. This selection by Haunani-Kay Trask explores the cultural
cominodification and exploitation of Hawaiian culture, Trask, a descendant
from the Fi'ilani line of Maui anid the Kahakumakaliua line of Kaua, is a
professor of Hawatian Studies at the University of Hawai'i at Manoa, In this
excerpt, taken from her 1993 book, From a Native Davghter: Coloninlism and
Sovereignty in Hawni'i, Trask argues that several aspects of Polynesian and
Hawaiian cultures, including their lgmguage, dress, and dance forms, have
been marketed as products for the mass consumpiion of tourists,

-Haunani-Kay Trask, “Lovely Hula Hands: Corporate Tourism and the Prostitution of Hawaiian
. Culture” from From a Native Daughter: Colonialism and Sovereignty in Hawai'f (Honolulw: Univer-
. sity of Hawai'}, 199%). Copyright @by Haunani-Kay Trask. Reprinted with the permission of the
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