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Abstract

The aim of this article is to examine how governments can use fear as a tool to influence public
behavior and attitudes, and how this process can lead to transformations in international relations and
international security policies. This research also analyzes some of the negative and long-term
consequences of using fear in policymaking and highlights the ethical and legal challenges associated
with it.The methodology of this research is qualitative analysis, which examines the impact of
collective fear on securitization and security policies in the United States after the September 11, 2001
attacks. Using qualitative content analysis, the findings indicate that governments use fear as a tool to
legitimize security policies and present it as a means to advance objectives that are controversial
within society.Negative consequences of using fear in policymaking include the weakening of civil
rights, increased government powers, violations of privacy, and more. In conclusion, based on the
findings, the research emphasizes that fear-based securitization can have negative impacts on
international human rights as well.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Fear, as one of the most fundamental and instinctive human emotions, plays a
fundamental role in shaping individual and social behavior. This emotion, which
often appears as a reaction to threats or uncertainty about the future, can significantly
influence individual and collective decision-making, attitudes, and behaviors. In the
field of social psychology, fear is particularly important in collective and group
contexts; because individuals in groups often show similar reactions to threats and
dangers, and this can lead to specific collective and social behaviors that affect social
and political decisions. In the field of international politics, fear becomes a powerful
tool to influence public opinion and gain support for specific policies. In fact,
governments and politicians can use fear as a means to justify and legitimize
security, military, or even legal changes. This process, specifically referred to in
international relations literature as “securitization,” refers to the transformation of
ordinary, non-security issues into security threats. Securitization generally occurs
when a powerful state or group presents an issue as a threat to national or
international security and uses it to garner public support and establish security
policies. The link between fear management theory and securitization theory is
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particularly important in the analysis of political and social processes in crisis
situations. On the one hand, fear management theory explains how fear can
subconsciously influence public opinion and force individuals to accept certain
policies. On the other hand, securitization theory emphasizes that governments can
use collective fear as a tool to gain public support and implement their own security
policies. Securitization theory also suggests that when a threat is widely perceived as
a threat to security, it can trigger major changes in international politics and relations.
For example, when countries perceive themselves to be under external threat, they
may effectively seek to strengthen security cooperation with other countries or
increase their military power. These changes can be particularly evident in global
crises such as the North Korean nuclear crisis, civil wars in the Middle East, or
humanitarian crises caused by terrorism.

Material and Metod

The research method of this study is a combination of qualitative and quantitative
analysis that examines the impact of collective fear on security and security policies
in the United States after the attacks of September 11, 2001. To answer these
questions, documentary analysis and media content analysis methods have been
used. In this study, official documents of the United States government, enacted laws
such as the Patriot Act, and political speeches of senior officials have been examined
to analyze how the government responded to terrorist and security threats. Also,
media content analysis is a main component of this research. Since the media play an
important role in representing threats and reinforcing collective fear, it is of
particular importance to examine the media coverage of the September 11 attacks
and the messages published by major media outlets such as CNN and the New York
Times. This analysis focuses in particular on news articles, images, and special
reports after the attacks to show how the media contributed to creating a climate of
public fear and anxiety.

Discussion and Conclusion

After the September 11 attacks, public fear and anxiety in the United States reached
its peak. The American people felt that their country might be the target of further
attacks by terrorist groups. In this situation, the US government and political elites,
taking advantage of this collective fear, were able to introduce the threat of terrorism
as a critical threat to national and global security and accordingly adopt and
implement new security policies. These policies not only led to major changes in the
way terrorism was dealt with, but also had major effects on the international and
domestic relations of the United States. One of the most important tools that the US
government used to reinforce public fear of the threat of terrorism was the media.
The media, especially television and newspapers, played a significant role in
representing the terrorist threat. In the hours and days following the September 11
attacks, the media provided extensive, up-to-the-minute coverage of the attacks,
publishing images and reports of terrorism, destruction, and devastation. This
extensive coverage, in particular, included repeated depictions of the planes hitting
the Twin Towers in New York, which heightened public fear and panic in the United
States. This process allowed the threat of terrorism to be perceived in the minds of
the American public as a constant and imminent threat, and allowed the government
to present its policies as necessary and urgent solutions to counter this threat. These
policies and security measures have faced criticism in the long term. Many domestic
and international analysts and critics believed that using fear to justify military wars



33 | Journal of Social Psychology Volume 12, Issue 74

and strict domestic measures may have serious negative consequences for the United
States. In particular, there was much criticism of the Iraq War, which some believed
had spread instability and intensified terrorism in the Middle East region instead of
reducing threats. Also, increased surveillance and restrictions on human rights within
the country have caused many people, especially among minority groups, to worry
about the loss of their civil liberties. Although securitization may temporarily reduce
threats and enhance the sense of security in society, this process also has many
negative consequences. One of the most important negative consequences of
securitization is the weakening of civil rights. Globally, the negative consequences of
securitization include the spread of militarization and increased international
tensions. In many cases, governments easily justify wars and military interventions
by using external threats and collective fear of them. These interventions can lead to
the spread of instability in different regions of the world and the escalation of
tensions and conflicts. Especially in global crises such as the wars in Afghanistan
and Iraq, the use of collective fear of terrorism to justify military interventions and
attacks on other countries has led to increased instability in different regions and the
emergence of new crises. To deal with security threats, governments often enact laws
and regulations that may directly harm individual rights and civil liberties. Especially
in situations where fear of security threats spreads in society, governments may
temporarily increase their powers, which can lead to more extensive surveillance,
privacy violations, and unlawful detentions. The link between social psychology and
security construction shows that the feeling of fear in international politics is not a
natural and spontaneous thing, but the product of a complex interaction of
perception, identity, discourse and interests. Hence, understanding the psychological
dimensions of fear can lead to a more critical analysis of security strategies and the
means of generating legitimacy in international politics. It must be acknowledged
that collective fear as a tool of power in security policies has complex effects on
societies, states and international relations. On the one hand, using fear to impose
security policies on public opinion can increase support for these policies and reduce
resistance to them. On the other hand, this process can lead to many negative
consequences such as weakening individual rights, increasing state surveillance and
the spread of militarism at the global level. Therefore, it is essential that
governments, in the face of security threats, in addition to taking effective measures
to counter threats, pay more attention to protecting citizen rights and civil liberties
and avoid exploiting fear as a tool to justify security policies.

This article shows that collective fear can be used as an effective and vital tool for
politicians in the process of security building. In situations where security threats
appear serious, creating a public atmosphere of fear can allow governments and
politicians to impose certain policies on public opinion. This process not only
generates support for security measures, but can also lead to the acceleration of the
adoption of new laws, military interventions, and the expansion of state surveillance.
In this regard, the use of collective fear not only causes a change in political and
social priorities, but can also play a prominent role in uniting people and building
consensus in support of states in crisis situations and international crises. However,
this powerful tool, if used inappropriately and excessively, can have widespread
negative consequences for societies, individual rights, and democracy. When
governments systematically use fear to advance their goals, society is exposed to an
unstable psychological state whose effects go beyond superficial anxiety or worry. In
this situation, fear functions not as a natural response to danger, but as a political and
cultural tool. Social psychology tells us that fear in such situations becomes a social
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norm; a norm in which people learn how to think, how to behave, and what to fear.
This causes fear to become internalized and embedded in the mental and emotional
structure of individuals. One of the most important consequences of this situation is
an increase in cognitive bias. When people are constantly exposed to messages that
highlight dangers, the brain tends to process threatening information more and ignore
reassuring or neutral information. This causes the person to always perceive the
world as threatening, even if this is not the case in reality. In social psychology, this
phenomenon is known as negativity bias. This bias gradually increases the feeling of
danger, insecurity, and chronic distrust that severely undermines people's mental
health. In such conditions, social trust, which is the backbone of human relationships
and social interactions, gradually erodes. Instead of trusting each other and social
institutions, citizens feel that everyone can be a threat; whether immigrants,
minorities, political critics, or even neighbors. In a society governed by fear, people
are constantly "protecting” themselves, and this protection is more psychological and
mental than real. The person is in a constant state of "hypervigilance"; that is, they
are always waiting for a bad incident, a major betrayal, or a hidden threat. This
situation severely depletes mental health and makes the person suffer from mental
exhaustion and inability to interact normally with the surrounding environment. One
way to address these problems is to promote transparency in security policies and
processes. Governments should communicate clearly and honestly with the public
about real threats and the policies proposed to address them. In this context,
establishing mechanisms for public participation in security decision-making can
help reduce fear and anxiety in society. For example, transparency about the
objectives of military operations, legal and regulatory limitations, and the potential
impact of these measures on individual freedoms can help increase public trust and
prevent potential abuses. Raising public awareness is another important way to
reduce the abuse of fear and mitigate its negative consequences. Public education on
various security issues, civil rights, and crisis management methods can help society
distinguish real threats from fabricated or exaggerated threats. This awareness can
protect people from political exploitation of fear and enable individuals to respond
more rationally and more informedly in the event of security crises. Finally, the use
of collective fear as a tool for security requires caution and responsibility. While fear
can lead to convergence and acceptance of policies, this must be accompanied by
consideration of human rights and individual freedoms. Governments must ensure
that in times of crisis, the security policies they adopt are balanced in a way that not
only ensures public security, but also preserves individual rights and social freedoms.
This balance can help maintain social and democratic solidarity in societies and
prevent further crises. Overall, the use of collective fear in policymaking is a double-
edged sword that can affect societies both positively and negatively. It is essential
that governments use this tool with caution and avoid creating unfounded and
unjustified fears. Instead of exploiting fear to impose policies, awareness,
transparency, and public trust should be created to prevent negative consequences
and the weakening of democracy. In sum, the state and organized use of fear
weakens the mental health of society at its various levels, from individual to
collective, from cognitive to emotional, and from behavioral to identity. A society in
which fear is a tool of politics gradually becomes a sick, isolated, uncreative, and
disconnected society. A society that is more concerned with survival than with
progress; and survival, if accompanied by a worn-out psyche and a fearful mind, is
itself a threat to the future.
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