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Mass Hysteria: An Illness of the Mind

Throughout history, many societies have experienced periods of intense fear, irrational

behavior, and unexplainable illness. These events are now known as “mass hysteria” or “mass

psychogenic illness.” Mass hysteria is the spread of the symptoms of physical and mental illness

through a community without an actual viral, fungal, or bacterial infection being present. Mass

hysteria originates from the central nervous system and can show itself with symptoms like

headaches, dizziness, nausea, pain, and irrational behavior. Events of mass hysteria usually

appear during times of social upheaval, economic instability, and increased anxiety. Mass

hysteria has left an indelible mark on history and literature. Notable examples in literature

include The Crucible, where Arthur Miller tells the story of the Salem Witch Trials, and 1984, in

which George Orwell describes a society where mass hysteria is used to control society. Real-life

examples have occurred throughout history, serving as dramatic examples of the damage that

rumor and fear can cause. While no group is impervious to the effects of mass hysteria, analysis

shows that mass hysteria typically occurs in a predictable pattern among people who lack proper

education, critical thinking skills, or proper coping mechanisms.

Cases of mass hysteria usually consist of a predictable pattern of three phases. The first

phase is latency. In the latency phase, a community experiences a buildup of stress and tension.
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During latency, people start being more susceptible to suggestion and anxiety. The second phase

is the incident phase. In the incident phase, the built-up tension in a community causes either an

individual or a small group to start acting irrationally. The incident phase is the catalyst for the

final contagion phase. In the contagion phase, the incident spreads throughout the community.

While every case of mass hysteria is different, they usually follow these three stages.

Natural Spread

A perfect example of mass hysteria can be seen in The Crucible by Arthur Miller. The

Crucible follows the three phases of mass hysteria. Salem in The Crucible was a theistic town

and the perfect place for mass hysteria to start festering. The theism of the city led to a rigid

social structure, religious paranoia, bitter rivalries, and general fear of the unknown, causing the

latency phase. The incident phase starts when Abigail accuses Tituba of witchcraft. Abigail does

this to place the religious blame of being found dancing in the woods on someone else. This one

accusation leads to nearly everyone else in the town accusing others of witchcraft. As the

allegations spread, the incident worsened, leading to public trials and executions. The people of

the city would not have normally accused people of witchcraft, but one accusation led them to do

so. Another factor that makes the events depicted in The Crucible seem more like mass hysteria

is that the people of Salem were not well-educated. Salem’s theistic nature led to the townsfolk’s

education being controlled by the town’s religion. As such, the people of Salem were not

encouraged to practice critical thinking, making them more susceptible to the effects of mass

hysteria. The Crucible serves as a reminder of the fragility of reasoning and the tragic

consequences of fear and manipulation. While it is easy to see The Crucible as a work of fiction,

the play is based on what happened during the Salem witch trials.
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While examples of mass hysteria can be seen in works of fiction, many examples of mass

hysteria can also be seen throughout history. In November 1803, several people in

Hammersmith, a district in London, witnessed a supposed apparition. According to W. M.

Medland and Charles Weobly in their 1804 book A Collection of Remarkable and Interesting

Criminal Trials, Actions at Law, &C: To Which Is Prefixed, an Essay on Reprieve and Pardon,

and Biographical Sketches of John Lord Eldon, and Mr. Mingay:

A brewer in Hammersmith deposed that he heard a great deal of talk concerning a ghost

and that one night, lately, about nine o’clock, when he and a fellow servant were walking

through the churchyard, he met it, and was very much alarmed; that it laid hold of him by

the chin, and that he put forth his hand, on which it disappeared, but he thought he felt

something soft (211-212).

In 1803, tensions in London were high due to the ongoing Anglo-Spanish War and the recently

restarted Napoleonic Wars. In addition to the heightened tensions due to war, a general lack of

education was also prevalent in London. These two factors caused enough turbulence to cause

London to enter the latency phase. The first incident of someone witnessing an apparition caused

an outbreak of eyewitnesses throughout London. Shortly after, the citizens of Hammersmith

concluded that the ghost was a person dressed in a sheet, causing groups of armed men to gather

in the streets to hunt the supposed perpetrator. As a result of the heightened paranoia, the men

ended up shooting an innocent man whom they mistook for the ghost. Today, most historians

accept that there was someone who dressed as a ghost for the first sighting but not for the rest.

People expected that there would be a ghost, so there was a ghost.
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Another example of mass hysteria in the natural world can be seen in the Tanganyika

laughter epidemic (Nasser). On January 30, 1962, several schoolchildren at a women-only

boarding school started laughing uncontrollably. The event started small, with only three students

laughing; however, this “epidemic” eventually spread to 95 out of the 159 students at the school.

There was no discernible pattern of who got infected and who did not get infected, and the

symptoms did not last for a designated period, with some students laughing for a few hours and

others laughing for weeks straight. The “epidemic” spread to the nearby village of Nshamba,

where 217 villagers (primarily young) had laughing attacks.

While there are no officially accepted causes for the epidemic, many historians accept

that the symptoms were caused by high levels of stress originating from Tanganyika’s political

stress and recent independence from Britain in people who do not have the coping mechanisms

to deal with it (Pringle). Because of this mental factor, psychologists believe that this epidemic of

laughter was most likely a case of mass hysteria (Nasser). While mass hysteria among children

may sound like a novel event, children are unusually susceptible to mass hysteria. The exact

factors that make children so much more vulnerable to mass hysteria are unknown; however, it

has been theorized that the lack of coping skills in children can make them more likely to be

affected by mass hysteria (Zhao).

Media Influence

The 2016 “killer clown sightings” illustrate the role that the media can play in the

contagion phase of mass hysteria. While the use of media is largely beneficial for society, it can

also accelerate and widen the spread of misinformation and exaggerated information. The

sightings began in the town of Green Bay, Wisconsin, where several people reported spotting a
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person in a clown outfit (later dubbed Gags) holding balloons. Several photos of Gags started

spreading online, and the local news eventually reported on the event. According to Green Bay’s

local news station NBC26:

Neighbors in Green Bay, Wisconsin, are on edge after seeing a person dressed like a

clown on the city’s streets Tuesday evening. The pictures are going viral on Facebook.

The original post has almost 8,000 shares. A Facebook page, called Gags- The Green Bay

Clown, has also been created to post future sightings of the clown. Police say they’ve

received a few calls about the clown.

More news stations nationwide started reporting on the sightings, bringing national attention to

the event. A local filmmaker, Adam Krause, later claimed Gags as his creation and that he was

using it to create a short film. Local panic died down; however, the sightings were not over.

The second sightings occurred soon after, 916 miles from Green Bay, in Greenville,

South Carolina. The sightings started after several children reported seeing people dressed as

clowns in the woods. Shortly after the original sightings, a police report mentioned a “suspicious

character” dressed in a clown outfit enticing children with large amounts of money into a forest

near the local school. These initial sightings caused fear within the community; however, the

following reports cemented the town’s fear. According to the story “Spooky Clown Creeping Out

Green Bay” by a local CBS News affiliate:

A woman told a responding deputy that her son had “seen clowns in the woods

whispering and making strange noises” at around 8:30 p.m. that night, according to the

report, which was obtained by 48 Hours’ Crimesider. She said the boy led her to where

he saw the clowns, and then she also saw them “flashing green laser lights” before they
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ran away into the woods, according to the report. Around that same time, the woman’s

older son reported hearing ”chains and banging on the front door” of their residence. The

deputy investigating the case said another woman at the same apartment complex said

she saw a clown outside around 2:30 a.m. that morning. The “large-figured clown with a

blinking nose, standing under a post light near the garbage dumpster area” waved at her,

and she waved back, according to the police report. “The suspect did not approach her or

harm her.” (WGBA)

After these sightings occurred, many parents stopped allowing their children to be outside

without supervision, and the police started increasing patrols within the community. The

sightings continued to occur; however, the police could not recover any evidence that could be

used to confirm the sightings.

The sightings in Greenville sparked a nationwide epidemic of clown sightings. While

most people involved were just doing it for fun or as a prank, a subset of people were acting with

malicious intent. One such case of people acting out of malicious intent occurred after several

news stations started spreading a rumor about a supposed “clown purge” based on the purge

movies. While there was no widespread “purge,” 20 people wearing clown masks and “purge”

masks performed a localized attack on a family in Florida. According to Tommy Brown, one of

the victims:

"The guy hit me right here with a machete and then he started kicking my ribs in on this

side, this side and then one car started speeding off and ran over this arm," … "I got out

and the rest of them started coming in. So then, after that, the one laid me out and I fell to
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the ground. And then I was just sitting there in pain and I couldn’t do nothing because I

got 20 of them on me.” (Araiza)

While the exact cause for the attack is unknown, it has been theorized that the perpetrators were

inspired by the publicity surrounding the clown sightings.

Even though experts still debate whether the clown sightings were a case of mass

hysteria, the fact that they follow the three stages of mass hysteria makes a very compelling

argument in favor of mass hysteria. The United States was in a latency phase for one primary

reason: the 2016 elections. While every election is stressful, the 2016 election year was

incredibly stressful for the American populace. According to the American Psychological

Association, 52% of American adults reported that the election was a significant source of stress

for them (Stress in America). The high levels of stress made people more likely to act

irrationally, so when people saw the first sightings on the news, they started acting irrationally,

causing the incident. The news reported on the new sightings, spreading the hysteria nationwide.

Inorganic Spread

These examples illustrate the organic spread of mass hysteria within societies; however,

mass hysteria can also spread inorganically through deliberate action. For example, a country’s

dictator might weaponize the lack of education within their country to spark hatred of a

particular group to further their own means. When properly engineered, mass hysteria is an

immensely effective weapon against anyone that the “engineer” seeks to harm or control. The

ultimate goal of engineered mass psychogenic illness is to control a group of people, which is

achieved by manipulating the environment to induce mass psychogenic illness.
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Engineered mass hysteria begins when the engineer deliberately creates an environment

where mass hysteria can take place. A very good example of this can be seen in George Orwell’s

1984. In 1984, the government keeps its civilians in extremely stressful living situations. The

civilians live in very run-down buildings with very little to no privacy. They are constantly aware

that they are being watched due to posters that say, “Big Brother is watching you,” and due to the

indoctrination of children, which causes them to watch others for signs of abnormality. These

awful living conditions lead to a constant state of engineered latency.

The latency conditions have been engineered for one specific reason: to invoke fear and

submission in the civilians, which it is highly effective at achieving. Most civilians in this world

are entirely subservient to Big Brother and believe what they have been told. This latency also

allows for the government to regularly engineer the second phase of mass hysteria, which are

incidents. In 1984, these occur as the two-minute hates, which are events that cause irrational

anger, thoughts, and actions within the population. This event can be seen in the phrase:

In its second minute the Hate rose to a frenzy. People were leaping up

and down in their places and shouting at the tops of their voices in an effort

to drown the maddening bleating voice that came from the screen. The little

sandy-haired woman had turned bright pink, and her mouth was opening and

shutting like that of a landed fish. Even O’Brien’s heavy face was flushed. He

was sitting very straight in his chair, his powerful chest swelling and quivering

as though he were standing up to the assault of a wave. The dark-haired girl

behind Winston had begun crying out ’Swine! Swine! Swine!’ and suddenly
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she picked up a heavy Newspeak dictionary and flung it at the screen. It struck

Goldstein’s nose and bounced off; the voice continued inexorably. In a lucid

moment Winston found that he was shouting with the others and kicking his

heel violently against the rung of his chair. The horrible thing about the Two

Minutes Hate was not that one was obliged to act a part, but, on the contrary,

that it was impossible to avoid joining in. Within thirty seconds any pretence

was always unnecessary. A hideous ecstasy of fear and vindictiveness, a desire

to kill, to torture, to smash faces in with a sledge-hammer, seemed to flow

through the whole group of people like an electric current, turning one even

against one’s will into a grimacing, screaming lunatic (Orwell 7-8).

The two-minute hate is engineered with a very specific purpose in mind: to make the citizens

hate the people and things that the government wants them to hate. The practice would likely not

work if the civilians were not already in a state of latency. The fact that the two-minute hates

occur throughout the entire country also serves the purpose of the third phase, which is contagion

throughout the community.

Engineered contagion differs the most from its natural counterpart because of the

processes that are used. Instead of the hysteria naturally spreading throughout the community, it

spreads due to deliberate actions planned and taken by the engineer. The engineer may also use

different methods to create the conditions under which hysteria can occur, such as indoctrination,

surveillance, and torture. Torture and surveillance spread hysteria by causing fear within

anybody who wishes to deviate. When people believe that there is no way to hide their deviance

and that their deviance will result in them or their loved ones being harmed, they are far less
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likely to participate in the deviancy. In the world of 1984, the government indoctrinates very

young children into following and enacting their beliefs. These children are encouraged to

observe people they are close to and report any form of dissent to the government. The

government also makes an effort to find anyone that they deem as a deviant and to reeducate

them. The government even goes as far as using torture to achieve obedience and belief among

their civilians. While this form of contagion differs significantly from how mass hysteria spreads

naturally, it achieves a similar result: more people are being affected by the hysteria.

While 1984 is an entirely fictional work, the engineering of mass hysteria is not restricted

to fiction. There are many real-world examples of people intentionally creating hysteria within

their communities to further their goals. One very notable case of engineered mass hysteria can

be seen in the Jonestown Massacre within The People’s Temple.

To understand this situation, some historical background is needed. Jim Jones founded

and was the pastor of The People’s Temple, which started in 1954 in Indianapolis, Indiana. As a

child, Jones became fond of fringe political ideologies, such as Marxism, Leninism, and Maoism.

This interest led to him becoming enraged at the McCarthyism that was running rampant in the

United States. Due to this outrage, Jones and his followers eventually moved to San Francisco,

California, where they formed seven congregations.

Jones’s teachings were a very extreme form of Communism, and his church started using

less-than-ethical methods to retain converts. For example, he would induce fear by punishing

children for sin with electric shocks (Delanni). Eventually, due to the media’s exposure of what

he was doing, Jim Jones decided to conduct a mass exodus from California to a small settlement

called Jamestown in Guyana. There, he intensified the abuse of his membership by making
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people work long hours, giving them less food than they needed, ensuring poor education,

punishing people for actions he saw as sinful, and setting constant armed guards to ensure that

people didn’t leave. He even went so far as instituting suicide rehearsals called “White Nights,”

in which he told people to drink flavored water (Kool-Aid) and then afterward informed them

that they had consumed poison. While there was no actual poison in the water, this manipulative

practice made the members more obedient to Jones (Delanni).

These conditions created the latency phase, meaning any significant event could trigger

the incident. This event just so happened to be a visit from Congressman Leo Ryan, who was

concerned after hearing rumors of abuse and improper treatment within the settlement and

decided to go to Jonestown to verify the allegations himself personally. After hearing about the

planned visit, Jones grew worried that his abuse would be discovered, so he told the members to

act like everything was fine in Jonestown. Eventually, this act broke down. Congressman Ryan

no longer felt safe within Jonestown, so he decided it would be safer for him and his staff to

leave. He also invited any members who wished to leave to join him as he left. Several people

decided to leave with him, which angered Jones. Enraged, Jones told several loyal members to

go to the airstrip and kill both the senators and the defectors. While this massacre was occurring

on the airstrip, he informed the rest of his followers that United States paratroopers would come

and kill them all in retribution for killing Ryan, and because of that, the only way out was

“revolutionary suicide” via cyanide-laced flavored water (FBI).

Jones’s instructions to his people were recorded. After he received news that Ryan was

dead, he instructed his people to drink the poisoned Kool-Aid and to ensure that their children

also drank it. That day, 909 people died, 276 of them children (FBI). Under normal
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circumstances, very few would have listened to Jones’s insane instructions; however, because of

the engineered latency stress induced on the community, more members of the community were

willing to accept Jones’ instructions as their only way out. The willingness of a few to accept

Jones’s instructions led to the final phase of contagion.

Not everyone willingly drank the poisoned water; several people were forced. some

people were found with injection holes in their shoulder blades. It was later revealed that several

members were actively forcing others to take the poison. The mass hysteria’s contagion spread

so far that it made completely ordinary people commit murder and filicide (Horrock).

Artificial mass hysteria is only as effective as people’s vulnerability, meaning that steps

can be taken to improve a community’s resilience against it. I propose two approaches: an active

approach and an inactive approach. The active approach involves actively monitoring

communities for signs of mass hysteria and actively mitigating it. Specific communities are more

likely to be vulnerable to mass hysteria, so if a group actively monitored these groups, cases of

mass hysteria could be caught early and mitigated. While this approach could work, it could raise

several privacy concerns, which is where the inactive approach excels in solving. The inactive

approach involves teaching and encouraging the proper use of critical thinking and increasing

access to therapy and other social services. Mass hysteria is the result of a community acting

irrationally due to high levels of stress, so if people know how to recognize stressors and

irrational actions, the community would be much more resistant to mass hysteria. While this

approach could help prevent mass hysteria, it is not perfect. If aspects from both approaches are

combined, the resulting approach would be much more effective than either of these approaches

on their own. For example, if a community teaches people the necessary skills to resist mass
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hysteria, the community will be strengthened but not immune. Because of this lack of immunity,

the community would have to watch for the warning signs of mass hysteria to prevent any

harmful cases from taking place. This combined approach could help reduce the ever-increasing

prevalence of mass hysteria. Enacting these measures against mass hysteria would provide many

benefits for a community; for example, protecting a community against mass hysteria ensures the

community’s resilience against manipulation. These practices would also protect the most

vulnerable members of the community.

While mass hysteria is a very complicated problem and is extremely difficult to prevent,

it does follow a predictable pattern among people and communities who lack proper education,

critical thinking skills, or proper coping mechanisms. Mass hysteria follows a pattern of three

phases. The first phase is latency, where a community becomes vulnerable to mass hysteria. The

stage that follows latency is the incident phase, where an event or behavior sparks irrational

actions throughout a community. The final phase is contagion, where irrational behavior spreads

to more people. Most cases of natural mass hysteria follow this pattern; however, when mass

hysteria is artificially created, the stages can vary in order and intensity. Artificially created mass

hysteria occurs when someone intentionally engineers mass hysteria within a community. Both

natural and artificial hysteria are difficult to predict; however, it is possible to strengthen a

community against it by taking steps to encourage critical thinking, proper coping mechanisms,

and proper education. By taking these steps, a community can be strengthened against the effects

of mass hysteria, which would, in turn, strengthen the community as a whole.
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