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Introduction

On July 1, 2015, Kathryn Steinle was enjoying a walk along Pier 14 with 
her father and a friend. It was a beautiful day with friends and family, a 
day without fear.

Then Jim Steinle heard a loud bang. His 32- year- old daughter slumped 
against him; said, “Help me, Dad”;1 and collapsed onto the concrete pier. 
Searching frantically for what was wrong, he found a bullet hole in his 
daughter’s back. He began CPR. Paramedics arrived quickly. Two hours 
later, Kathryn Steinle was declared dead at San Francisco General Hos-
pital. The bullet had pierced her aorta.2

The shot that killed Kathryn had been fired by Jose Inez García 
Zárate, an undocumented immigrant under the influence of sleeping 
pills he claimed to have found in the garbage. García Zárate had been 
deported from the United States five times and had a criminal record 
with several felonies, including drug charges and illegal attempts at bor-
der crossing. Having been recently caught attempting to cross the border 
in Texas again, García Zárate was passed around the justice system and, 
by March 2015, sat in jail in San Francisco awaiting a decade- old felony 
charge of possessing and selling marijuana.

Further heightening the tragic circumstances behind the case, U.S. 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) had requested that Gar-
cía Zárate be held until he could be deported once again. But he was 
released from the San Francisco jail on April 15, 2015, after prosecutors 
dropped the marijuana charges.

Media outlets made the shooting into a national story, a morality tale 
on the dangers of illegal immigration, in the run-up to a presidential elec-
tion.3 While some headlines focused on the grief (“Family Devastated 
After Woman Shot, Killed in San Francisco”),4 many turned to finding 
blame in local policies. Among the headlines were “San Francisco Jailers 
Dumped a Prisoner and Kathryn Steinle Died,”5 “How San Francisco 
Aided and Abetted the Murder of Kate Steinle,”6 and “Murderer: I Chose 
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SF Because It Is A ‘Sanctuary City.’”7 Politicians on both sides of the 
aisle criticized the decisions that led to Zárate’s release. Then- candidate 
Donald Trump featured the case in his Twitter feed and speeches. Both 
houses of Congress saw bills to create stiffer sentences for those illegally 
entering the country and to punish jurisdictions with sanctuary laws. 
When a jury acquitted the immigrant of all murder charges, a second 
round of anti- immigrant fervor was ignited.8

Part of the reason that Steinle’s shooting became a cultural touchstone 
was that it simultaneously tapped into a number of America’s greatest 
fears— guns, drugs, random acts of violence, illegal immigrants, and a 
justice system that seems to prioritize “criminals” over law- abiding citi-
zens. But this simple story of a hardened “criminal alien” preying on the 
innocent was, in fact, far more complicated than it first appeared.9

First, as opposed to being a random, predatory attack, it is highly 
probable that Steinle’s shooting was accidental, as García Zárate testi-
fied at the trial (although he initially told police he was shooting at a sea 
lion). The bullet had ricocheted off the concrete pier some 12 to 15 feet 
in front of García Zárate before hitting the victim another 80 to 90 feet 
away. As one ballistics expert noted, “You couldn’t do this on purpose.”10 
The jury members agreed that the shooting was accidental or, at least, 
had reasonable doubt. They found García Zárate not guilty of first- 
degree murder, second- degree murder, and involuntary manslaughter, 
convicting him only of being a felon in possession of a firearm.

García Zárate claimed that he had found the gun only moments be-
fore the shooting, wrapped in cloth underneath the bench where he 
was sitting. During the investigation, it emerged that the weapon, a 
.40- caliber Sig Sauer P239, actually belonged to a ranger with the U.S. 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM). It had been stolen from his sport 
utility vehicle four days earlier while it was parked on a downtown San 
Francisco street in a lighted, metered spot. The gun had been inside a 
backpack, stashed behind the driver’s seat with the seat reclined. Some-
one had smashed a window to gain entry. The ranger testified during 
García Zárate’s trial that he “typically” carried his weapon with him, in 
the backpack, to protect his family. A BLM investigation determined 
that the ranger did not violate agency policies on the storing of weap-
ons.11 That policy has since been changed.
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García Zárate’s release from jail shortly before the incident was also 
not the simple case of bureaucratic bungling that it appeared to be. San 
Francisco operates as a “sanctuary city” and does not cooperate with 
ICE on cases that do not involve violent felony charges. Not only was 
García Zárate being held for nonviolent drug charges; none of his previ-
ous convictions were for violent offenses either. Long ago, San Francisco 
prosecutors had deprioritized nonviolent marijuana cases in their heavy 
caseloads. And, as in many cities, local officials feared that cooperation 
with federal immigration enforcement would diminish their ability to 
control local crime by making immigrant victims and witnesses afraid 
to cooperate with local police.

So the shooting and death of Kate Steinle are complicated, to say the 
least. What is clear is that none of the heightened, politically motivated 
responses from the left and the right would actually reduce the likeli-
hood that such an event could happen in the future. It remains unclear 
whether García Zárate stole the weapon himself or found the stolen 
gun. Either way, it is unlikely that stiffer gun control legislation, such 
as improved background checks or longer waiting periods, would have 
kept the weapon out of his hands. Tougher laws to ensure that violent 
criminals are kept off the streets would not have prevented the incident 
because García Zárate had only nonviolent offenses on his record. And 
forcing cities such as San Francisco to hold nonviolent offenders for ICE 
could serve to increase crime overall, should doing so break down lines 
of communication between police officers and immigrant communi-
ties. Of course, the most obvious and frequently politicized “solution” to 
cases such as García Zárate’s would be to curb illegal immigration, but 
that, too, would have a dubious effect at best. An abundance of recent 
research has demonstrated that communities with higher percentages 
of immigrants have lower crime rates, including lower homicide rates,12 
and that immigrants tend to commit fewer crimes than native- born 
Americans.13 None of these responses would have addressed the com-
plex, underlying causes of crime and violence or why immigrants try to 
come to the United States in the first place. And no proposals addressed 
the deeply personal tragedy and grief suffered by the Steinle family. As 
Kathryn Steinle’s mother said, “Everybody is trying to put the political 
spin on it. But it happened, and there is no taking it back.”14
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Fear Itself

Ultimately, incidents such as the tragic Steinle shooting can have 
dramatic impacts on politics, laws, and the criminal justice system, 
whether or not those changes will actually help. For example, the fear 
generated by such cases may, indeed, result in more restrictive immi-
gration policies, but these are unlikely to cause a decrease in crime 
rates.

Social scientists have long observed that the merits of the claims un-
derlying a fear or panic are far less important than the influence those 
fears have on other beliefs and behaviors. Sociologist W. I. Thomas fa-
mously observed, “If [people] define situations as real, they are real in 
their consequences.”15

The consequences are manifold, for the United States has become a 
culture driven by fear.16 Fear negatively impacts decision- making abili-
ties,17 pushes people to vote for certain candidates in elections,18 and 
causes anxiety, depression, and reduced physical health,19 as well as so-
cial isolation20 and the decay of our communities as individuals retreat 
from public spaces.21 Others take advantage of those fears. Politicians 
generate and use fear to garner votes and gather support for legislation.22 
Companies market unnecessary products to consumers promising pro-
tection from exaggerated harms.23 And fear- driven decisions often make 
things worse. People who travel by car because they are afraid to fly 
are taking a much riskier form of transportation and increase mortality 
rates due to accidents. Citizens afraid to relax in public parks leave these 
spaces more open to criminal behavior. And a gun carried to protect 
one’s family can inadvertently end up being used to kill an innocent 
young woman walking with her father.

Despite countless ill effects on the well- being of society and a sub-
stantial literature in psychology,24 the study and understanding of fear 
remain underdeveloped.25 A number of scholars have called for a re-
examination of the impact of fear on society, with eminent Hungarian 
sociologist Elemér Hankiss lamenting that fear is “much neglected in the 
social sciences.”26 In the hopes of better understanding the prevalence 
of fear and its relation to other aspects of social life, we undertook a 
unique, multiyear examination of Americans’ greatest fears.
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The Study of Fear

In one sense, we all know what fear is. We have all experienced sit-
uations where we were afraid of something. Everyone can recall 
frightening experiences that left a deep impression in our memories. 
But this does not mean that fear is simple, monolithic, or experienced 
the same by different people. Furthermore, distinguishing subjective 
experiences of fear from their underlying neural processes is critical. 
Regarding the latter, scientific understanding about the physiologi-
cal pathways and evolutionary aspects of fear has increased rapidly in 
recent years thanks to advances in neuroimaging and experiments with 
other mammals.27

Neuroscientist Joseph LeDoux, a leading expert on the biological 
underpinnings of the threat detection and defense processes of the 
human brain, stresses that, while clearly interconnected, the biological 
processes of threat detection and the subjective experience of fear are 
distinct and must be conceptualized accordingly. Thus, while “fear is the 
most extensively studied emotion,” we know more about its underlying 
physiological dimensions than we do about the range and patterns of 
subjective experiences of fear among general populations.28 Although 
scientists have begun to identify the physiological and cognitive as-
pects involved in threat detection, understanding subjective fear must 
incorporate a wider range of considerations, including social identity, 
situational contexts, and biographical and experiential factors.29 Con-
sequently, “The experience of fear, the conscious emotional feeling we 
propose, results when a first- order representation of the threat enters 
into a [higher- order representation], along with relevant long- term 
memories— including emotion schema— that are retrieved.”30

So to study fear itself, rather than its underlying physiological di-
mensions, we need systematic and wide- ranging self- report data on 
experiences of fear. Fear is a conscious state, and “verbal self- report 
remains the gold standard in studies of consciousness.”31 In this sense, 
we hope to fill in an important but understudied aspect of fear by em-
pirically examining self- reports of fear among the general population 
across a wide range of fear domains. That is, where neuroscience has 
advanced our understanding of the biological dimensions of fear, our 
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goal is to advance the social psychological, sociological, and political 
understanding of fear among Americans in the early twenty- first cen-
tury. After undertaking this endeavor, we will return to the physiologi-
cal and cognitive dimensions of fear, connecting the neuroscience of 
fear to the social patterns we identify among the public, to advance a 
more holistic understanding of fear and its myriad accompanying per-
sonal and social consequences.

Fear is a perennial topic for surveys and polls. In October 2017 alone 
we learned that 72 percent of Americans feared that the United States 
would soon become embroiled in a major war (Newsweek),32 70 percent 
feared robots taking jobs from humans (Pew Research Center),33 4 in 10 
feared being the victim of a mass shooting (Gallup),34 43 percent were 
too afraid to purchase a home with a reputation for hauntings (Trulia),35 
and one third feared walking alone near their home at night (also Gal-
lup).36 Simply put, whenever a new crisis or horrific crime hits the news, 
or when Halloween or a Friday the 13th approaches, we can expect a poll 
documenting how many Americans are fearful of some particular thing. 
Although such polls can be entertaining and even sometimes educa-
tional, they produce little in terms of a deeper understanding of the role 
of fear in American life. They are singular snapshots. What we need is a 
photo album.

In 2014, we attempted to fill the gap in the social scientific under-
standing of fear by undertaking an unprecedented study. With the help 
of an interdisciplinary group of researchers affiliated with the Earl Bab-
bie Research Center at Chapman University, we developed the Chapman 
University Survey of American Fears (CSAF). For five years we adminis-
tered an annual survey to a random sample of Americans.37 Our surveys 
include the largest set of items ever asked about fear. We asked Ameri-
cans how afraid they are of crime (in many forms), terrorism, and differ-
ent types of natural disasters. We found out who is afraid of running out 
of money, getting sick, losing their jobs, or dying. Our respondents told 
us how afraid they were of illegal immigration, government corruption, 
and mass shootings. We even learned about specific phobias by asking 
Americans if they are afraid of heights, reptiles, spiders, needles, public 
speaking, and a host of other (potentially) frightening things. From air 
pollution to zombies, we know more about Americans’ fears than ever 
before.38
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Americans’ Fears

Indeed, Americans are afraid of many things. Our latest survey asked 
a nationally representative sample of Americans to indicate how afraid 
they are of over 90 different phenomena, with the possible responses 
of “very afraid,” “afraid,” “slightly afraid,” or “not afraid at all.” Table I.1 
provides a complete list of these fears, ordered by the highest percentage 
of Americans who report being either “very afraid” or “afraid” of each.

The 2018 list of fears reflects political unrest and uncertainty following 
Donald Trump’s election as president. In the wake of a contentious po-
litical campaign in which both sides accused the other of being corrupt, 
it is not surprising that the majority of Americans, about three quarters, 
were afraid of corrupt government officials, a sign of the divisive nature 
of American politics. Trump’s early promises to make sweeping changes 
to the U.S. health care system likely stoked fears about health, with more 
than half of Americans reporting fear of high medical bills (53 percent) 
and people they love becoming ill (57 percent) or dying (57 percent). 
Economic concerns, a perennial source of fear, were also felt by the ma-
jority of Americans, with 57 percent fearing they will not have enough 
money for the future.

After his election, Trump spoke openly about withdrawing from the 
Paris Climate Accords as soon as possible (2020). The Trump admin-
istration had also ordered the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) not to enforce major pollution laws and fired the EPA’s entire Sci-
ence Advisory Board. These actions appear to have heightened concerns 
about the environment. Five of the top 10 fears of 2018 related to the 
environment, including fearing the pollution of oceans, rivers, and lakes 
(62 percent); the pollution of drinking water (61 percent); air pollution 
(55 percent); the extinction of plant and animal species (54 percent); and 
global warming/climate change (53 percent).

Compare this to a list of the top 10 fears from our 2016 survey (see 
Table I.2), in which fears about the environment did not appear.

This suggests that some fears or elevation in those fears are responses 
to current events. Other fears appear to be more consistent. The fear 
of corrupt government officials was the most commonly held fear in 
our surveys in 2015, 2016, 2017, and 2018. This tells us that the high 
level of fear among Americans of corrupt government officials is not 



Table I.1. American Fears 2018.

Sorted by percentage afraid
Percentage afraid 

or very afraid
1. Corrupt government officials 73.6

2. Pollution of oceans, rivers, and lakes 61.6

3. Pollution of drinking water 60.7

4. Not having enough money for the future 57

5. People I love becoming seriously ill 56.5

6. People I love dying 56.4

7. Air pollution 55.1

8. Extinction of plant and animal species 54.1

9. Global warming and climate change 53.2

10. High medical bills 52.9

11. Cyber- terrorism 52.5

12. The U.S. will be involved in another world war 51.6

13. Islamic extremists 49.3

14. White supremacists 49.3

15. Economic/financial collapse 49.2

16. Identity theft 46.6

17. Corporate tracking of personal data 46.3

18. Government tracking of personal data 46

19. Being hit by a drunk driver 45.3

20. Biological warfare 44.7

21. Becoming seriously ill 44.1

22. Oil spills 44

23. Terrorist attack 43.8

24. Widespread civil unrest 43

25. Nuclear weapons attack 42.9

26. Credit card fraud 42.6

27. Extreme anti- immigration groups 41.6

28. Random mass shooting 41.5

29. Terrorism 39.8

30. North Korea using nuclear weapons 39.2

31. The collapse of the electrical grid 39

32. Pandemic or a major epidemic 38.6

33. Government restrictions on firearms and ammunition 37.8

34. Devastating drought 37.7



Table I.1. (cont. )

Sorted by percentage afraid
Percentage afraid 

or very afraid
35. Iran using nuclear weapons 36.4

36. Losing my data, photos, or other important documents in a disaster 36.3

37. Nuclear accident/meltdown 36

38. Break- ins 35.1

39. Devastating tornado 34.7

40. Being unemployed 34.4

41. Heights 33.6

42. Theft of property 33.3

43. Devastating hurricane 32.8

44. Government use of drones within the U.S. 32.3

45. Militia/patriot movement 31.3

46. Devastating flood 31.1

47. Devastating earthquake 30.9

48. Computers replacing people in the workforce 30.7

49. Devastating wildfire 30.7

50. Murder by a stranger 29.7

51. Sharks 29.2

52. Mugging 28.6

53. Racial/hate crime 28.6

54. Dying 27.9

55. Gang violence 27.8

56. Financial fraud (such as a Ponzi scheme, embezzlement, etc.) 27.2

57. Sexual assault by a stranger 27.1

58. Devastating blizzard/winter storm 27

59. Police brutality 26.6

60. Public speaking 26.2

61. Deep lakes and oceans 25.7

62. Abduction/kidnapping 25.1

63. Reptiles (snakes, lizards, etc.) 24.1

64. Stalking 23.7

65. Hell 23.7

66. Walking alone at night 23.5

67. The devil/Satan 23.1

68. Insects/arachnids (spiders, bees, etc.) 22.6
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just a response to Trump. Indeed, his campaign capitalized on this fear 
and distrust of the political system. On the other hand, only 58 per-
cent of Americans feared corrupt government officials in 2015, com-
pared to 74 percent as of 2018. Our ability to chart fear over time will 
help us learn which fears are mostly reflections of current events and 

Table I.1. (cont. )

Sorted by percentage afraid
Percentage afraid 

or very afraid
69. Illegal immigration 21.5

70. Murder by someone you know 21

71. Demons 20.8

72. Antifa 20.7

73. Small enclosed spaces 19.8

74. Sexual assault by someone you know 19.2

75. Large volcanic eruption 18.6

76. Technology I don’t understand 17.8

77. Being fooled by “fake” news 17.5

78. Extreme environmentalists 16.4

79. Apocalypse/Armageddon 16.4

80. God 14.2

81. Germs 13.2

82. Needles 12.9

83. Flying 12.7

84. Significant other cheating on you 12.1

85. Extreme animal rightists 11.3

86. Sharing a restroom with a transgender person 9.5

87. Whites no longer being the majority in the U.S. 9.4

88. Zombies 8.4

89. Ghosts 8.3

90. Sexual harassment in the workplace 7.5

91. Clowns 7.1

92. Strangers 7

93. Others talking about you behind your back 6.7

94. Blood 6.3

95. Animals (dogs, rats, etc.) 3.7
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Table I.2. Top 10 Fears of Americans (2016).
Top 10 Fears of 2016 Percentage Afraid or Very Afraid
Corrupt government officials 60.6

Terrorist attack 41

Not having enough money for the future 39.9

Terrorism 38.5

Government restrictions on firearms and ammunition 38.5

People I love dying 38.1

Economic/financial collapse 37.5

Identity theft 37.1

People I love becoming seriously ill 35.9

The Affordable Health Care Act/Obamacare 35.5

circumstances and which seem to be continual sources of worry but are 
not subject to  fluctuations dependent on the administration in power 
or the events of the day.

The Road Ahead

While examining changes in the percentage of Americans report-
ing a certain fear can be useful, this is not the most important part of 
studying fear. Rather, our goal is to understand the patterns and con-
sequences of fear. We seek to understand what kinds of Americans are 
afraid of certain things and how those fears are related to other beliefs 
and behaviors. To do so, our surveys also asked respondents a broad 
series of questions regarding potential causes of fear, such as anxiety, 
media consumption patterns, and neighborhood characteristics. We 
also asked about potential outcomes of fear, such as the purchasing of 
guns and other forms of personal protection, preparation for natural 
disasters, avoidance of public settings, and other behavioral changes 
and beliefs that may be related to fear, such as belief in conspiracy 
theories or the belief that the world is becoming more dangerous. 
Throughout this book, we explore the many social and political impli-
cations of fear across a wide variety of domains, from the fear of crime 
to the belief in 9/11 conspiracies, responses to natural disasters, and 
most everything in between.
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Our goal is to spur both further research and a greater understand-
ing of fear and its effects. To those ends, we have written this book with 
a broader readership in mind. When we discuss our many analyses, we 
present simplified results. Those readers who wish to dive into the com-
plicated details of the analyses driving each chapter can find the nec-
essary tables at http://www.theArda.com/Fear. Here you will also find 
links for downloading the actual data sets should you wish to explore 
fear further on your own.

This book is about fear and its potentially disastrous social and po-
litical consequences, but we are not helpless in its wake. After our ex-
amination of some of the many consequences of fear, we end this book 
by reminding readers of the many ways that you can manage fear and 
actively change your communities for the better by resisting its lure.


