GOING VIRAL:

IS SOCIAL MEDIA MAKING US SICK?

[SCRIPT]
A small town in the Midwest, terrorized by someone pumping poison
gas into citizens’ homes under cover of night.
An outbreak of unexplained breathing problems and unusual rashes
amongst teenagers in Portugal.
Over 60 workers in a factory in the South mysteriously overcome
with numbness and vomiting.
These weren’t acts of terrorism. They weren’t the result of lax
safety regulations. They weren’t the beginnings of a pandemic.
But they all had the same cause. And it’s the last thing you’d
guess.
[OPENING SEQUENCE]
People — and when we say “people” we’re addressing the entire
species — here’s some straight talk: We’re probably a little too
high on ourselves.
Sure, we’re the most intelligent creatures on Earth.
Nothing wrong with acknowledging that. But, if we’re
being honest, most of us also think we’re even
more rational than previous generations
of our fellow humans.

WATCH VIDEO ONLINE

And, ok, you can kind of see why…
After all, in medieval Europe, there were repeated instances of
people — sometimes thousands of people — dancing uncontrollably
for days or even weeks on end … for no apparent reason …
sometimes not stopping until they died.i

One of the most remarkable features of the European dancing manias
was their durability. Outbreaks were recorded as early as 1021 and as
late as the 1600s. While it was once believed that the frenzies may
have been caused by ingesting a fungus called ergot, that theory is not
consistent with the symptoms of the afflicted or the epidemiology of
the outbreaks. Instead, it’s now generally believed that the dances
were an early form of mass psychogenic illness, particularly since they
often occurred in the wake of tragedies and tended to occur in areas
that had close transportation links with one another.

In colonial America, Massachusetts practically tore itself apart
after the strange behavior of a handful of young girls convinced
the locals they were being tormented by witches.
Which, of course, is crazy…
…Everyone knows the witches are in New York.ii

While we often think of witches as cartoon characters
or vestiges of a superstitious past, research indicates
that somewhere between 1-1.5 million present-day
Americans identify as Wiccans or Pagans. Contrary to
the stereotype of witches as practitioners of evil,
however, the Wiccan faith is actually a pre-Christian
religion distinguished by its worship of nature and
its use of both gods and goddesses. Practitioners of
Wicca are demographically distinctive. Research from
Pew indicates that American adherents to New Age
religions — of which Wicca is a subset — are nearly 2/3
female and 85% white.

(We did not make this up. Someone actually did this study.)
Anyway, you get the point: We’ve made progress. These days we’re
too enlightened for those kinds of panics.
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Or at least that’s what we like to tell ourselves.
But here’s the uncomfortable truth: Humans today aren’t any
different. We’re just as susceptible to mass hysterias as those
earlier generations.
The frantic dancers of medieval Europe and the troubled youths
who inspired the Salem Witch trials are today classified as
examples of something called Mass Psychogenic Illness,iii or MPI —
conditions in which there’s what appears to be a mass outbreak of
illness … yet no underlying medical problem.

While the Salem Witch Trials are one of
the few events from colonial America
that are still widely known today, they
are often misremembered. The most
common error? The belief that accused
witches were burned at the stake. In
reality, most of the executions for
witchcraft were hangings. The one
exception: A man (another myth is that
women were the only ones accused of
witchcraft) who was sentenced to be
crushed to death under a pile of stones
after refusing to enter a plea.

And here’s the weirdest part about MPIs: They’re contagious.
Those gas attacks in the Midwest? They never happened. But in the
1940s, the residents of Mattoon, Illinois were convinced they did.
Just one local newspaper story in which a woman likely confused
the symptoms of a panic attack with poison gas led another 24
households to claim similar attacks — despite the fact that
police couldn’t find any evidence of a crime and doctors couldn’t
find any evidence of illness.iv
And, tellingly, once coverage in the newspaper went from being
sensationalistic to being skeptical … people stopped reporting
the gassings.v
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The factory workers in the South?
due to bug bites. And while a few
something, authorities eventually
people involved the symptoms were

They claimed they became ill
of them likely were bit by
concluded that for most of the
actually the result of anxiety.vi

If you’re noticing a bit of vagueness in our description of the socalled “June bug hysteria” it’s because … no one knows exactly where
this episode took place. The researchers who conducted the study
anonymized the details to spare any embarrassment to the victims.
Because the report’s pseudonym for the city where the event occurred
was Strongsville, the incident is sometimes incorrectly portrayed as
having happened in Ohio (where there is a town of that name). The
original research only specifies that the factory was “in the south,”
though contemporary news coverage seems to suggest the incident
actually took place in Spartanburg, South Carolina.

The kids in Portugal who were struggling to breath and had weird
rashes? They just happened to be experiencing the exact same
symptoms as the teenagers in a popular Portuguese soap opera at
the time.vii
But do you notice anything weird here? These aren’t hypochondriacs.
It’s not all in their heads, even if that’s where it starts. After
all, you can’t fake a rash.
People who suffer a psychogenic illness have real symptoms. What
they’re experiencing is the opposite of the placebo effect — it
is, no joke, called the nocebo effect: The symptoms occur because
they believe they’re sick.viii

While some forms of the nocebo effect are matters of
consensus, others are much more controversial. Because
it’s often hard to tell the difference between a genuine
ailment that’s difficult to diagnose and one that stems
entirely from the mind, afflictions such as chronic Lyme
disease, long COVID, and the mysterious “Havana Syndrome”
have all occasioned debates over whether they are real or
psychogenic illnesses.

These cases are most common amongst people who are isolated or
under intense stress. And if they’re around other people with
similar problems, it can snowball into a mass hysteria.
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Weird enough for you? Hang on, it gets weirder.
In 2011, a small town in Western New York got national news
attention when local high school students suddenly started
shaking and stuttering uncontrollably. Erin Brockovich even came
to town suggesting it might have been the result of a chemical
spill from 40 years prior.ix
Despite her valorization by Hollywood, Erin Brockovich has a
history of making less-than-airtight allegations. In fact, the
crusade that inspired the 2000 film about her life was itself
based on faulty analysis. The movie focused on Brockovich’s
challenge to a utility company that allegedly allowed harmful
levels of hexavalent chromium into the water supply of a small
California town, supposedly causing a cluster of cancer cases.
Those allegations were subsequently proven to be false. The
EPA found no evidence that hexavalent chromium ingested by
mouth causes cancer, and, in fact, the town’s cancer levels
were slightly lower than average in California.

And because the outbreak wasn’t limited to a particular social
group — these things usually are — it didn’t look like a
conventional MPI at first. A middle-aged nurse who had nothing to
do with the school even reported symptoms.
How? Because that nurse … was following the town’s news on
Facebook.x
And that may be the future we’re looking at. In 2022, a team of
German psychiatrists introduced a new concept: MSMI. “Mass Social
Media-Induced Illness.”xi
The biggest example of this: A dramatic spike in recent years in
the number of teenagers presenting with what appeared to be cases
of Tourette’s Syndrome.xii
One problem: Their behavior didn’t actually track with the
symptoms of Tourette’s Syndrome. What it did track with,
however, was the behavior of some of the most popular Tourette’s
influencers on YouTube and TikTok.xiii
And the researchers suggested that teenagers, battered by the
isolation and anxiety of things like COVID lockdowns, were simply
channeling their unwellness into the kinds of tics they were
seeing modeled on social media.xiv
So … the bad news: Vulnerable people around the world — and we
are all vulnerable people at some point — are now one mouse click
away from genuine suffering — actual symptoms — all rooted in the
power of suggestion.
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But here’s the good news: When people suffering a psychogenic
illness are told what’s happening, the symptoms tend to …
disappear. The twitchy cheerleaders and the online Tourette’s
cases? They got better.
All of which means we’ve got to be careful in the digital era.
Don’t fall too far down the social media rabbit hole.
Seek help if you’re experiencing the isolation and anxiety that
can lead to these illnesses.
And whatever you do, for the love of God, please do not watch any
Portuguese soap operas.
[END SCRIPT]
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