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Panic of the Paranoid Public

How far can a simple lie or misleading story travel?  According to James Watt, “a lie can run around the world before the truth can get its boots on.”  Watt is trying to express how quickly lies can expand and spread.  Lies can cause a lot of destruction toward a single person, group, or sometimes even an entire country.  In the late 1940’s and early to mid 1950’s, many lives all across the United States were ruined because of dishonesty.  A powerful and manipulative man named Joseph McCarthy destroyed families, shattered reputations, and caused many to lose jobs, by accusing several people of having connections with communism.  His actions eventually led the United States into an outbreak of mass hysteria.  Likewise, in the play, The Crucible, by Arthur Miller, Abigail Williams, the antagonist of the story, is an allegorical figure of Joseph McCarthy.  The play takes place in 1962 during the Salem Witch Trials in Salem, Massachusetts. In comparison to McCarthy who lied about people being involved with communism, Abigail Williams convinced many people of a lie that citizens in Salem were involved with the Devil.  Abigail’s deceit caused mass hysteria in Salem and damaged the lives of many people.  The type of lies spread by McCarthy and Williams caused major panic.  Similar events that correlate to the play have transpired in the United States in the last several years as well.  The events leading to mass hysteria in Arthur Miller’s play, such as lies, exaggeration, and misinterpretation show how the events created panic during the Salem Witch Trials, and how these events apply to real life examples of mass hysteria in the United States in the last several years.
Mass hysteria is caused by many different aspects and evolves from a simple event that is carried out of control such as a lie.  Throughout history there has been a lot of research and experiments on how mass hysteria erupts.  Research shows that mass hysteria is “a condition in which a large group of people exhibit similar physical or emotional symptoms, such as anxiety or extreme excitement” (Answers par 1).  These types of symptoms cause people to make things up which usually leads to the spread of lies.  This sort of reaction can stretch to a larger group and create chaos among many people.  When the number of people multiply and become involved in a situation, they are led one step closer towards mass hysteria.  In The Crucible, there are many events where the people of Salem act with extreme excitement; such as the girls simply dancing in the woods during Act I.  The girls were filled with joy and preformed in rebellious ways that were not permitted for woman to do during that time period.  For instance, dancing was not an acceptable behavior for woman to express in public.  Also, the girls were casting spells on the men they desired, and a few even took off their clothes.  After the girls were caught in the woods, many were frightened for their lives and did not know what to do.  The anxiety of the girls made them become untruthful.  Abigail sternly explained to the girls, “Now look you.  All of you.  We Danced.  And Tituba conjured Ruth Putnam’s dead sisters.  And that is all.  And mark this.  Let either of you breathe a word, or the edge of a word, about the other things, and I will come to you in the black of some terrible night and I will bring a pointy reckoning that will shudder you” (Miller 175).  Abigail wanted the girls to lie about everything, no matter what the circumstances were, in fear of what the consequences may be if the truth were told.  These lies led to great controversy throughout the town, and people began to tell stories.  Abigail’s deceitfulness ultimately caused the chaos throughout the town which led to mass hysteria.  Another event during the play which is a leading cause in mass hysteria is when Tituba lies about the Devil to Parris.  Tituba frightfully yells, “He say Mr. Parris must be kill!  Mr. Parris no goodly man, Mr. Parris mean man and no gentle man, and he bid me rise out of my bed and cut your throat! But I tell him ‘No! I don’t hate that man.  I don’t wan to kill that man.’  But he say, ‘You work for me, Tituba, and I make you free” (189).  This part of the play shows how far people will take a simple story and change it into a complete lie.  Tituba’s untruthfulness leads the town into more turmoil and leads up to the mass hysteria.  Due to Tituba’s anxiety and fear for her life she made up anything that would lead the town to be terrified.
Not only do lies cause mass hysteria, but exaggeration of the truth lay the ground work for mass hysteria as well.  A clear part in the play where the truth is stretched occurs when Abigail confesses her love for John.  Abigail passionately expresses to John, “I know how you clutched me back behind your house and sweated like a stallion whenever I come near! Or did I dream that? It’s she put me out, you cannot pretend it were you.  I saw your face when she put me out, and you loved me then and you do now!” (177)  Abigail’s overstated love between her and John caused a lot of confusion and destruction to John’s relationship with his wife Elizabeth.  It made Elizabeth angry with John, and she was not sure what to believe.  The exaggeration also caused a lot of controversy in the courts because it showed that John had committed adultery which added onto the mass hysteria that was building throughout Salem.  Additionally, Abigail’s exaggerated love caused people of Salem to question John’s honesty.  Throughout the play exaggeration was nearly everywhere, however, another main event of exaggeration leading up to mass hysteria was when Rebecca Nurse blamed the Devil for the death of her seven children.  While Proctor was talking amongst Danforth, Parris and Hathorne he abruptly announced, “Aye, God tell us that.  But who tells us Rebecca Nurse murdered seven babies by sending out her spirit on them?  It is the children only, and this one will swear she lied to you” (211).  Proctor’s announcement of Rebecca Nurse’s children’s death sparked more commotion among the town.  It was the truth her children had died; however, the exaggeration that it was the result of the devil or a spirit cast among them crazed the town.  The people of Salem were awakened and more frightful after believing that the Devil had taken the lives of her children, yet it was truly only an over exaggeration.
Another huge event that leads to mass hysteria is misinterpretation and confusion among the people.  In the play there are many parts when the people of Salem have a false idea and begin to accuse one another with out knowing all of the information. A clear demonstration of this action is when the courts accuse Elizabeth proctor of using the poppet as a sign of witchcraft and accusing her of a crime she didn’t even commit.  While questioning Elizabeth and talking with John, Cheever was trembling and announces, “Why, this go hard with her, Proctor, this—I had my doubts, Proctor, I had my doubts, but here’s calamity.  You see it, sir, it is a needle!” (202) The accusations of Elizabeth caused a lot of uproar and anger amongst the surrounding people which slowly added to the increase in mass hysteria throughout the town.  Although Elizabeth was found innocent after Mary Warren admitted to making the poppet, the misinterpretation of Elizabeth consequently raised the panic around the town.  A simple false impression of a person or situation can lead to many problems and controversy.  During the play, another misunderstanding which caused uproar was when Abigail and John had different feelings for one another.  Not only did her exaggeration of the truth about her and John Proctor cause more mass hysteria, but also the misunderstanding between their relationship.  John, frustrated, tried to explain to Abigail, “Abby, I never give you hope to wait for me.”

“I have something better than hope, I think!”

“Abby, you’ll put it out of mind.  I’ll not be comin’ for you more” (176).  The confusion between the two led to uncertainty and anger.  Abigail became irritated and caused more mass hysteria around the town.   Her actions caused others around Salem to become worried and frightened once again leading to mass hysteria.
All of the events throughout the play that ultimately led to mass hysteria also relate to many events that have occurred in the United States.  One major event that caused mass hysteria in the United States was the LA riots in 1992.  After the courts acquitted four Los Angeles Police Department Officers, who were accused of beating an African American named Rodney King; the people of Los Angeles were very upset.  The events were broadcasted on television and the “word spread quickly throughout Los Angeles. At various points throughout the city that afternoon, people began rioting. For the next three days the violence and mayhem continued” (The Los Angeles Riots, 1992 par 2).  The media’s exaggeration of the true events caused people of Los Angeles to act out in similar ways of those in Salem.  People began to lie about what had truly happened during the trial, and also what had happened to Rodney King.  Not only where the events exaggerated and lied about, but also misinterpreted by many citizens.  Most of the people turned the events into racism and made up stories which contributed to the mass hysteria.  The events during the riots relate to those that were present in Salem during the Salem Witch Trials and prove that violence and hysteria happens all over the world and is inevitable.  Many people may ague that, “people are smart enough to realize that if they don't sell, they won't contribute to the hysteria and there won't be any problems. It's when jumping on the bandwagon seems so urgent, that the hysteria escalates and problems occur” (everything2 par 7).  Although some may have that mentality, the majority of people follow behind others without thinking of the consequences.  Even though not everybody may join the crowd, there are enough people in order for mass hysteria to break out.  It only takes a small event to trigger a larger one that will eventually lead to destruction. There are a few people that will not contribute to the hysteria, yet a few people compared to an entire city do not have much of an impact on the outcome.  

Not only are the events leading to mass hysteria in the play related to those in the United States, yet they also have similar outcomes.  The reactions of the people in both cases were very similar.  In the play, Proctor explains how the town responded to the events, “I am only wondering how I may prove what she told me, Elizabeth.  If the girl’s a saint now, I think it is not easy to prove she’s fraud, and the town gone so silly” (193).  Proctor shows how the town had acted out and was not normal.  In both Salem and Los Angeles, the people of the towns began to change their ways, become violent, and cause destruction.  In Los Angles during the riots, the public was killing random people on the streets and beating on those who lived in their community.  Correspondingly, in Salem, Giles excitedly proclaimed, “My proof is there!  If Jacobs hangs for a witch he forfeit up his property—that’s law!  And there is none but Putman with the coin to buy so great a piece.  This man is killing his neighbors for their land!” (214)  In the play it shows that people were acting in similar ways and becoming more violent as the mass hysteria rose.  The actions of people are not easily controlled after an outbreak of mass hysteria.  In addition, people begin to only worry about themselves and not care about others which lead to similar outcomes in many different situations.  No matter what events lead to the mass hysteria or where the outbreak occurs, people all react in similar ways and only worry about the protection of themselves.     
The events leading to the mass hysteria in Salem, Massachusetts during the Salem Witch Hunts are similar to those which led the United States into mass hysteria in 1992 during the Los Angeles riots and ultimately lead each outbreak to the same outcomes.  Throughout the play many little events lead up to the mass hysteria in Salem.  The simple lies which traveled far, exaggerated truths that made people confused, and misinterpretations that led people to falsely accuse others, all added together to cause a major panic and hysteria. The events that have transpired in the United States also started from simple and little events that eventually transformed the country into mass hysteria.  News spreads quickly and people like to talk about events that have occurred and exaggerate on stories to make them a bit more interesting.  Lies are all over the place, and sometimes one may not even know a lie from the truth.  As information spreads, lies grow, and stories continue, people begin to act differently.  Some may become violent, while others may become crazy.  Every shape and form of mass hysteria is lead by similar events and all travel in the same direction and end with similar outcomes.  Mass hysteria is simply an overreaction of a large group of people that eventually gets out of control.  A person can not predict when mass hysteria will erupt or where.  The little events leading to mass hysteria are not obvious until it gets too big to control.  Mass hysteria is like a typhoon; it begins small, yet as it travels it becomes more destructive and devastating as it picks up speed.   
