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It’s a basic part of being human: we’re scared of the dark. And 
sure, most of us act like it’s something that only applies to kids, 
but think about where adults go to get their thrills. 

 
Horror movies? In the dark.

Haunted houses? In the dark. 

Shame-eating an entire pack of Oreos? Yeah, you’re probably doing 
that in the dark too.

But here’s the thing: our fear of the dark is, in some ways, deeply 
rational. In fact, in cities throughout America, being scared of 
the dark...could save your life.

Why are humans so creeped out by darkness? Scientists conjecture 
that it’s an evolutionary response to a pretty basic fact: before 
modern technology, we weren’t exactly at the top of the food chain. 
If our ancestors ventured out onto the African plains after dark...
they might not make it back. 

A fear of the dark may be universal, but it’s far from our biggest worry. A 2018 
study in The Lancet Psychiatry Journal found that the most common phobias amongst 
Americans are a fear of animals or a fear of heights. Over 70% of Americans 
report having one or more unreasonable fears.

https://www.kiteandkeymedia.com/videos/smart-street-light-program-as-a-crime-solving-public-safety-tool-in-cities/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7233312/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7233312/
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In fact, a 2011 study in Tanzania showed that the vast majority of 
lion attacks on humans occur at night—and disproportionately on the 
darkest nights of the month.1 Because when you can’t see is when 
you’re at your most vulnerable.

And what was true in the wild tens of thousands of years ago is 
equally true when it comes to life in major cities today: darkness 
tends to be followed by disorder. 

In cities across America, public spaces are too often unlit, either 
because local officials aren’t keeping up on maintenance, criminals 
are shooting out the lights, or both. And chaos too often follows.

In 2012, for instance, it was reported that around 40 percent of 
the streetlights in Detroit were broken.2 That same year, Forbes 
magazine ranked Detroit as America’s most dangerous city.3 Some 
experts suspect that’s not a coincidence.

 
In 2016, researchers from the University of Chicago’s crime lab 
set out to see just how much of a difference lighting could make 
for public safety. A team in New York City took 80 public housing 
complexes with high crime rates and randomly separated them into 
two groups of 40. Half of them were given bright nighttime lighting. 
Half of them weren’t.

As of 2019—the most recent year for which data is available—
Detroit was still America’s most dangerous major city, followed 
by St. Louis, Memphis, Baltimore, and Cleveland.

What’s the animal most dangerous to mankind? Probably 
not the one you suspect. The World Health Organization 
estimates that mosquitoes kill 725,000 people a year. 
Over the entire history of the species, they’re believed 

to have killed 52 billion humans—about half those 
who have ever lived. In recent years this has led to 
proposals to drive mosquitoes to extinction through 
gene editing that would kill their offspring before 

they’re able to reproduce.

DETROIT

https://www.statista.com/statistics/217685/most-dangerous-cities-in-north-america-by-crime-rate/
https://www.gatesnotes.com/Health/Most-Lethal-Animal-Mosquito-Week
https://www.npr.org/2019/08/12/749798515/in-the-mosquito-humans-face-a-predator-more-deadly-than-the-rest
https://www.npr.org/2019/08/12/749798515/in-the-mosquito-humans-face-a-predator-more-deadly-than-the-rest
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/innovation/kill-all-mosquitos-180959069/
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The result: in places that got new lights, index crimes (offenses 
like murder, robbery, assault, and car theft) dropped by 36 percent 
within a two-block radius. If you focused just on the area where 
the lights were actually installed, they were down 60 percent.4  

Just this one simple change had the same effect as increasing 
police presence by 10 percent.

Now, you might think this sounds impractical. After all, it’s not 
like we can cover every inch of the country in light. But here’s the 
good news: we don’t have to. Because one of the keys to understanding 
public safety in the United States is this: serious crime is 
overwhelmingly concentrated in a small handful of neighborhoods. 

Just two percent of counties in America, for instance, have 51 
percent of the country’s murders.5 

A 2004 study in Seattle found that 50 percent of the city’s crime 
came from just five percent of its street segments.6 Brightening up 
places like those could literally be a life-saving proposition for 
the people living in and around those neighborhoods—and by the way, 
those people are overwhelmingly underprivileged. After all, if the 
lights go out in a nice suburb, you better believe they’ll be fixed 
within a few days.

More lights can’t solve everything, of course. To keep our 
neighborhoods safe, we’ll still need well-trained cops walking the 
beat and citizens monitoring their communities through programs 
like the Neighborhood Watch.

The effects aren’t limited to artificial light. A 2015 
study by a pair of economists found that the switch to 
Daylight Savings Time decreased robberies 27% during 
evening hours that had been dark only days earlier.

As of 2019, Baltimore has the nation’s highest murder  
rate—followed by Detroit, New Orleans, Memphis, and Cleveland. 
As for the states: Louisiana had the highest murder  
rate—followed by Mississippi, Alaska, Missouri, and Maryland.

BALTIMORE

A 2008 meta-analysis by the U.S. Department 
of Justice estimated that the average effect  
of Neighborhood Watch programs is to  
reduce crime by about 16%.

http://jenniferdoleac.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Doleac_Sanders_DST.pdf
http://jenniferdoleac.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Doleac_Sanders_DST.pdf
https://www.statista.com/statistics/718903/murder-rate-in-us-cities-in-2015/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/718903/murder-rate-in-us-cities-in-2015/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/232561/murder-and-non-negligent-manslaughter-rate-in-the-us-by-state/
https://cops.usdoj.gov/RIC/Publications/cops-p145-pub.pdf
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Combatting violence and disorder is hard work. But that just makes 
it all the more important to take advantage of the rare situations 
where reducing crime is as simple as flipping a switch.

[END OF SCRIPT]
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