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Introduction

In the past few years, it would appear that the public discourse
relating to social and demographic developments in the US has
become louder and more fearful. The current election cycle has seen at
least two topics elevated in the public discourse, resulting in almost
around the clock coverage by the major US networks [1]: (1) Hispanic
and Muslim immigration and (2) the social and civil rights of
transgender individuals.

Donald Trump’s call for a ban on Muslims entering the US has, to
the surprise of many observers, garnered wide spread support among
Republicans and recent opinion polls [2] documented that 77% of his
supporters “believe that the values of Islam are at odds with American
values and way of life” Similar, comments by Donald Trump on
Mexican undocumented immigrants bringing crime and being rapists
and the promise to build a great wall to keep out these people [3] have
stoked a very fear- and hateful public discourse often spilling over in
violent confrontations between protesters and Trump supporters [4].
The issue of transgender rights has boiled over into heated debates
about transgender individuals’ right to visit public bathrooms and
locker rooms corresponding with their gender identity. Some
proponents of transgender rights liken the “bathroom” issue with
African Americans’ civil rights struggle, where the so-called “Jim
Crow” Laws barred African Americans from using restrooms for white
people [5]. On the other hand the opposition conjures up images of
men pretending to be women sexually assaulting girls in school locker
rooms [6]. Consequently several states are trying to implement laws to
prevent transgender individuals free bathroom access [7].

Basically the sides of the above conflicts reduce each other to either
bigots and racists or criminals and sexual predators and these inter
group incriminations are amplified by a ratings hungry news media,
who are only too happy to weed out moderate voices and allow the
loudest and most extreme voices to shape the public discourse and
thus reproducing an overarching sense of fear in society. Research has
documented that the term “fear” is now used in news reporting at a
significantly higher rate than what used to be the norm and it can be
argued that “fear” has become “a discursive framework of expectations
and meaning within which problems are expressed” [8]. In other words
the information element in news coverage may have become second to
its dramatic framing.

The purpose of this paper is to provide a theoretical perspective on
what appears to be a public discourse framed by fear by drawing on
cognitive theories and research as well as social media research. The
aim is to raise the awareness among stakeholders in the educational
system that fear in the public discourse is not simply driven by the
issues themselves, but rather how these issues are framed and interact
with our cognitive processes.

Attitude Formation

In 1935, Allport concluded “An attitude is a mental and neural state
of readiness, organized through experience, exerting a directive or
dynamic influence upon the individual’s response to all objects and
situation with which it is related” [9]. The causal relationships between
experience, attitudes and behavior have stimulated researchers to
formulate hypotheses regarding the functionality of this causality. For
example, Katz [10] suggests that attitudes serve as mechanisms for: (1)
adjustment, (2) ego defense, (3) value expression, and (4) knowledge
acquisition and Boyd and Richerson [11] suggest that evolution has
made it possible to economize mental and physical resources on
decision making by adhering to established templates of thinking and
behaving.

Contemporary research has continuously documented a causal
relationship between experience and attitude formation, where it is
proposed that attitudes are stronger, more enduring, more accessible,
and, therefore, more likely to influence behavior, when they are
activated from the memory of personal experiences [12]. This
assumption was supported by a meta-analysis of 29 research papers on
attitude formation published before 2004 [13]. The problem with these
theories and findings would seem to be that much of the fear in the
public discourse is not anchored in any personal experience. For
example very few people would to this day have had the experience of
sharing a public bathroom with a transgender person, let alone being
assaulted by a transgender person in any context and locality. So where
does the fear come from that propels politician to legislate against
gender based bathroom access, as has been the case in North Carolina?
Apparently lack of personal experience does not prevent us from
forming strong attitudes about social issues and act on them. Thus we
should question the importance of personal experience in the attitude
behavior equation.

Consequently some researchers [14] have departed from a focus on
the experience-attitude-behavior equation in favor of a theoretical
perspective, which encompasses the simultaneous and bidirectional
influence of beliefs, associations, emotions, behavior, and experiences
[15]. Thus contemporary cognitive theories imply that attitudes consist
of a multitude of contradicting associations [16]. For example the
associative-propositional theory hypothesizes that attitudes are formed
by competing affective and cognitive processes, where the affective
response is almost exclusively biased, where the cognitive processes
serves to moderate what can be referred to as a "gut feeling” about an
issue [17].

Contact Theory

Contact theory posits that inter-group contact dismantles
stereotypes and reduces prejudice [18] as the individual learns more
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about “the other” and through experience realizes that the “fear” they
initially harboured was unfounded. For example, a 2006 study [19]
demonstrated that students paired with a roommate belonging to
another race or socioeconomic group become more empathetic
towards this group and their interests. The validity of contact theory is
further supported by a meta-analysis of 515 studies [20].

So why is it then that a society, where so many of the formal
discriminating boundaries, which has separated and segregated
various social groups, still experience elevated levels of fear and inter-
group hatred? This would indeed seem to be the case with regards to
many white Americans’ ambivalent feelings towards the growing
hispanic and Muslim communities, A situation that Donald Trump has
managed to exploit to his political benefit. Critiques of contact theory
thus argue that contact studies only have demonstrated a correlation
between exposure and positive inter-group attitudes, but not proved
any causality. Consequently Forbes [18] argues that increased inter-
group contact facilitates little more than an acceleration of the process
of either conflict or coexistence, which is already under way. In support
of these notions acculturation research has documented that even after
prolonged contact social groups may still fail to appreciate each other’s
cultures [21] and continue to manifest antagonistic communication
patterns [22]. It is however important to notice that this phenomenon
is not isolated to the receiving majority culture. Studies have shown
[23] that while the receiving culture may be open to the migrating
minority culture, the minority culture may reject and attempt to isolate
itself from the majority culture of the host country a phenomenon that
Kenichiro [24] labelled “antagonistic acculturation.”

Intergroup Threat Theory

Inter-group threat theory operates with two categories of threats:
realistic and symbolic. Realistic threats are fundamentally experiential,
while symbolic threats are perceived directed against a group’s values
or way of life. Inter-group threat theories posit that realistic threats are
likely to trigger anger and fear; whereas symbolic threats may trigger
emotions such as disgust, contempt and rejection, which may lead to
dehumanization and infrahumanization!

In empirical research it is however near impossible to distinguish
between subjects’ experiences of realistic and symbolic threats.
Therefore social identity theory posits that, in the final analysis, all
threats have symbolic meaning [25,26]. For example Eidelson and
Eidelson [27] posit that actual historical events can be transformed
into symbolic threats by future generations through cultural engrained
self-understandings such as superiority, injustice and vulnerability
beliefs, distrust and helplessness. Thus the fear may be the function of
individuals consulting cultural dependent beliefs rather than any
significant personal experience.

It is further argued that mutual acknowledgement and
communication between individuals generate a perception of external
norms [28]. Thus it is argued that individuals express prejudice to the
extent it is perceived as appropriate within their social context [29]. It
is in this connection that the framing of events within a “fear”
narrative by the mass media becomes particular salient for
understanding the often venomous public discourse, we are currently
experiencing. This is particular evident within social media, which

instead of breaking down boundaries between people, more and more
are functioning as “echo chambers” for both hate and fear [30].

The Impact of Social Media on Fear Mongering

Up until the end of the 1990s online communities had little impact
in the broader social context. However, with the increased speed of the
Internet and the evolution of user interfaces, online communities have
in the past 10-15 years become a significant force for social
connectivity [31] and as early as 2010 it was estimated that more than a
billion people were engaged in online communities, such as forums,
social network sites, blogs, etc. [32]. However within the relative
anonymity of virtual reality, we have witnessed the emergence of a new
form of discourse with what seems to be less social accountability [33].
This is evidently the case for the Yik Yak community, which has no user
profiles and has been linked to campus bullying of both students and
professors prompting some schools to establish geo-fencing in order to
neutralize it [34].

Studies [35] have identified new personality types based on online
behaviors for example: (a) celebrities, (b) newbies, (c) lurkers, (d)
flamers, (e) trolls, and (f) ranters. “Celebrity” is perhaps a confusing
term, but these are the individuals who through the sheer volume of
their post define the tone and culture of the online community. This
term is confusing because its coining predates the proliferation of
Twitter and Instagram, which has allowed actual celebrities to create
their own  “echo-chambers” Numerous experiments have
demonstrated that idols have a strong influence opinions and behavior
via identification [36] and their followers would according to
Festinger’s theory of cognitive dissonance be highly motivated to adapt
their attitudes, beliefs, and actions and conform to a dominant world
view of a celebrity led social media effort [37]. Thus individuals may
resolve feelings of social ambiguity by deferring to perceived group
norms [38], which research indicates are inherently prejudice towards
out-group members [39].

It is hypothesized that the motivation of celebrities both real and
virtual is the development of a positive self-image and attainment of
social power through their ability to define the social rules and norms
of their community [40]. In this connection a 2009 media survey
concluded that only about 16% of the online population is responsible
for around 80% of the user generated content [41]. This study further
segmented the influencers into: (a) mass connectors and (b) mass
mavens, where the mass connectors share their opinions and mass
mavens generate content. Thus, only 6.2% of online adults in the US
are mass connectors and generate 80% of the influence impressions
[42]. With close to 8 million followers on Twitter Donald Trump is
without doubt a serious mass connector and the 2015/16-election cycle
has demonstrated his ability to control the public discourse and
mobilize his followers, where even his tweets are covered by the
traditional news media. In other words it would appear that Donald
Trump, through his celebrity status, has been able to generate a
massive “echo-chamber” for his followers thus inoculating or even
isolating these from negative stories being reported on the “outside” In
the words of Tufekci [43] “Trump supporters affirm one another in
their belief that white America is being sold out by secretly Muslim
lawmakers, and that every unpleasant claim about Donald Trump is a
fabrication by a cabal that includes the Republican leadership and the
mass media” Hence Donald Trump’s observation [44] that “I could

Infrahumanization refers to the perception that the out-group members are only able to experience some very basic animalistic

emotions such as anger and pleasure and not the subtle emotions felt by in-group members such as guilt, empathy etc.
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stand in the middle of Fifth Avenue, shoot somebody, and I wouldn’t
lose any voters”

The Digital Foot Print of “Dark” Personalities

Altheide and Michalowski [8] argue that traditional news media
embraced the fear narrative as a means to dramatize news and thereby
increase consumption, which would appear to be a rational
commercial choice, but what motivates celebrities to embrace a similar
narrative seemingly without remuneration? It could be that mass-
communicators like Donald Trump truly believe that the US are on the
wrong track. However it is worth taking into account that recent
studies have documented a correlation between narcissism,
Machiavellianism, sadistic personality traits and a high frequency of
social media usage. Especially the latter trait appears to be strongly
correlated with trolling [45]. Golder and Donath [35] defined trolls as
individuals who engage in identity deception as they pose as genuine
opinion makers, but with a covert purpose of creating strife through
manipulation and misrepresentation. Further research has indicated
that trolls may even construct specific personalities for different online
forums [33]. However scholars also propose that these assumed
personalities are not separate from the identity of the individual, but
merely reflect different and highly amplified personality aspects.
Researchers have proposed terms such as “the collective self” and “the
society of mind” to describe the idea that the totality of an individual’s
identity in an online world can be distributed among several different
online personalities, who serve as vehicles for acting out unresolved
conflicts and character difficulties [46]. Irrespective of the mechanisms
research [45] has demonstrated that “dark personalities leave larger
digital footprints” and may be assuming the role as normative
gatekeepers in the public discourse relating to social ambiguous topics
such as immigration and transgender rights [47].

Conclusion

Scholars have from time to time pointed to the paradox between the
level of fear and anxiety expressed through various media and the
unprecedented level of relative safety Americans live in during these
times [45]. The aim of this article was to provide multiple theoretical
perspectives on what has caused this paradox to arise exemplified by
the fear and anxiety associated with two hot topics in the current
election cycle: Immigration and transgender rights. The literature
indicates that our cognitive and affective spectrum predispose us
towards various degree of bias and stereotyping if not prejudice, which
may have been useful survival traits long ago, but less functional in our
modern age. Further research indicate that the media has embraced
the dramatization of news delivery and with a 24 hour replay of the
same events on all channels may contribute to a polarization of
attitudes and heightened fear in the population.

The manner in which events are repacked into dramatic news with
subtle and not so subtle racial, sexual and social cues stimulate our
“cave-man” mental software thus activating strong out-group fear
responses. These out-group fear responses can be observed on social
media, where the fear-biased news become reinterpreted and
retransmitted to the audience as unfiltered guttural statement of hate
and fear. Studies further indicate the group dynamics of social media
platforms tend to provide dominant individuals with an opportunity
for exerting social control, shape the online culture and set boundaries
for what counts as acceptable viewpoints. Research has further
documented an overlap between the online mass-communicator and
the narcissistic and Machiavellian personality types, which may cause

the culture of certain online forums to become hateful towards out-
group members and condone bullying of dissenting voices. For
example a recent analysis of online forums documented that 81% of
evaluative statements about out-group members customs and
behaviors were negative and that 26% of these opinionated statements
were generated by just 5% of unique contributors [48].

Consequently it may be worthwhile for stakeholders in our
educational system to reflect on the notions that the “production” of
news has become a fear centered entertainment industry; that the arch-
typical mass-communicator on social media platforms may have
certain personality traits, which drives him or her to dominate the tone
and culture of an online forum by amplifying the traditional media’s
fear narrative and chastise out-group members and finally to consider
how susceptible we are to those stimuli and it is therefore not only the
issues that drive wedges into the social fabric of our society, but also
the style, tone and personalities of the old and new media industries.
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