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ABSTRACT: 
The article proposes a reflection on the centrality of the feeling of fear in the context of the dynamics of 
collective life that bring out the role played by the presence of dangers, real or imaginary, as well as the 
instrumentalisation of the same, to control reality. Building on the insights of past authors, we discuss the 
multidimensionality of ‘social’ fear with which contemporary literature is confronted in order to investigate 
the strategies of social and political actors and –even more– of information in the face of extreme and 
unpredictable phenomena such as terrorist attacks and pandemics. The hypothesis put forward is that 
in the representation of events there is a shift from fear as an interpretative frame to a narrative plot, to 
the point of delineating a storytelling of fear that is the plot of contemporary social problems. The inability 
to come to terms with sudden and dramatic risks, as in the case of the pandemic, supports the thesis of 
a constant incidence of fear on the media and political agenda and on the activity of bodies working for 
national and international security.
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RESUMEN: 
El artículo propone una reflexión sobre la centralidad del sentimiento del miedo en el contexto de las dinámicas de la vida 
colectiva que ponen de manifiesto el papel desempeñado por la presencia de peligros, reales o imaginarios, así como 
la instrumentalización de estos con el fin de controlar la realidad. Partiendo de las intuiciones de autores del pasado, se 
discute la multidimensionalidad del miedo social, con el que se confronta la literatura contemporánea para investigar las 
estrategias de los actores sociales y políticos y, más aún, de la información ante fenómenos extremos e imprevisibles como 
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los atentados terroristas y las pandemias. La hipótesis planteada es que, en la representación de los acontecimientos, se 
pasa del miedo como marco interpretativo a una trama narrativa, hasta delinear una narración del miedo que es la trama 
de los problemas sociales contemporáneos. La incapacidad para asumir riesgos repentinos y dramáticos, como en el caso 
de la pandemia, apoya la tesis de una incidencia constante del miedo en la agenda mediática y política y en la actividad de 
los organismos que trabajan por la seguridad nacional e internacional.

PALABRAS CLAVE:

Miedo; poder; narración; seguridad; cuestiones sociales.

All living beings are nothing but wandering fears in the midst of creation. And man is the most fearful 
of all beings because he is the only one who can frighten himself, ... but he is also the only one who is 

aware of his fear, who wants to and knows how to fight it and overcome it
(Ferrero, 1936).

1. Introduction
The feeling of fear, as a driving force behind human attitudes and behaviour, has acquired 
renewed interest in recent years in the analysis of collective phenomena. In particular, we can 
find an unprecedented centrality in the field of communication studies, aimed at redefining the 
role it plays in political information and communication choices. This is justified in consideration 
of processes that insist on the logic of the news, on the definition of media and political 
agendas and on the construction of reality, normalising the reference to collective panic. 
These processes have in fact become ingredients of a generalised communication strategy, 
mainly in electoral periods, but also in the face of other emergencies that also contribute to the 
heightening of the feeling of fear for the sake of political legitimacy.1

2. The place of fear in collective phenomena.  
A theoretical premise
However, in order to conceptualise this feeling and grasp the dimensions that allow us to 
use it in the analysis of social, cultural and political processes, it is necessary to resort to a 
literature that starts from further afield and draws on different perspectives. This step allows 
us to overcome the phase of distancing ourselves from the subject that has led to a kind of 
«silence on fear»2 as a response by the social sciences to the difficulty of curbing the intrinsic 
multidimensionality with which the phenomenon presents itself. To help us in this direction 

1/ In relation to the Italian case, see, among others, the editorial «El voto, el miedo y la profesión de 
miedoso (que nada tiene que ver con la profesión de periodista)», by Valerio Cataldi, published by the 
associazione carta di Roma on 28 April 2018.
2/ The reasons for this silence are to be found, in Delumeau’s opinion (1987, p. 7), in the idea rooted in 
Western culture that feeling fear is a type of man that the collective imaginary pushes out of the circle 
of positive values. In other words, fear has been read as a feeling to be ashamed of and that suits the 
masses. On the contrary, the positive feeling of courage gives man a social value that allows him to rise 
to the status of a hero.
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is the reflection of Delumeau (1987), who, contextualising the subject in the Western world 
of the 20th century, argues that in the contemporary world fear has become «the emotion of 
the possible» and the counterpart of freedom. It is no longer fear of a specific object that can 
be confronted, but the anguish that calls into question the faculty of the imagination «proper 
to man» to produce and transmit the idea of danger. Hence «a feeling of global insecurity», 
experienced as a painful waiting in the face of dangers that are all the more fearful the less 
they are identified (Ibidem, p. 27). In order to intervene in the continuum between fear, 
anguish and disorientation and to contain the collective traumas resulting from fluctuating 
insecurity, according to Delumeau, the West has over time experienced the transformation 
and fragmentation of this confused feeling into «concrete fears of something or someone» 
which, precisely because of their simpler identification, seem to have a more immediate 
solution.3 This is an interesting line of interpretation not only because it leads us to relocate 
the theme of fear, but also because it can be applied to contemporary scenarios and to the 
processes of communication and information about emerging phenomena. 

However, this is not unicum. In fact, looking back to the past, we already find the recognition 
of the power of the impact of fear on macro and micro phenomena, thanks to philosophers, 
sociologists and political scientists united by an unprecedented capacity to enter into the 
complexity of the human and, from there, to begin to shed light on the paradoxes of history, 
society and politics. Suffice it to think of the insicuritas of the natural condition described 
by the philosophers of the ’600s and ’700s, and in particular the state of bellum omnium 
contra omnes situated by Hobbes at the origin of the State,4 or the Freudian research on 
civilisation as a protective niche. But also to Pareto’s residues: instincts, passions, impulses 
that generate actions and reactions of individuals and groups of individuals, as well as the 
need to rationalise, cover up or justify them.

Guglielmo Ferrero also insists on the complexity of fear, on whose reflection, in our 
opinion, it is worthwhile to dwell, as it brings to this feeling both the fragility of the human 
soul and the contradictions and perverse effects of actions and social functions. According to 
Ferrero, the common thread of history is the attempt to free oneself from fear, but each phase 
of this struggle (until the construction of the weapons) Paradoxically, it has been turned back 
on humanity itself, creating a new and growing state of insecurity. Indeed, the use of force 
towards which fear leads frightens both the sufferer and the wielder.

In this perspective, the theme is central to Power, the 1942 play in which fear is not only 
a human weakness in the face of the dangers of the universe, but the result of the exercise 
of an illegitimate power that terrorises itself. «It is impossible to frighten men without ending 
up being afraid of them. From this ineluctable law of the human spirit comes the greatest 
torment of life, the mutual fear of power and its subjects» (Ferrero, 1981, pp. 384-385). Thus 
an essential element of fear comes to light: that which arises from the use of force, which 

3/ According to the French historian, prolonged apprehension can create ‘a dangerous proliferation of the 
imaginary’ and generate ‘an inner climate of insecurity’. A self-defence mechanism then intervenes, which 
consists in giving anxiety a distinguishable form, as in the case of fear of enemies and war (Ibid., pp. 28-29).
4/ As is well known, the English philosopher places mutual fear at the origin of great and enduring societies. 
This mutual fear, together with the fear of danger and violent death, induces men to negotiate and to esta-
blish a sovereign authority with absolute power to guarantee order, peace and security.
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is nothing more than fear in action. Men fear each other, both because «man is the only 
one capable of constructing tools to destroy life», and because of the difficulty of discerning 
between reality and imagination and recognising the dangers that represent a real threat.

Trust in institutions helps in this discernment, which intervenes when political action 
introduces democratic rules and observes them to respond to the collective need for security. 
Any model of power to carry out its functions can recreate fear, the idea that without the 
control exercised by political institutions one would live in insecurity, disorder and anarchy is 
widely shared. Karl Mannheim writes:

Once the dynamic forces of society get out of control and chaos prevails, social life 
becomes even more terrifying than the blind forces of nature... Fear of uncertainty and 
mutual distrust, the primary fruits of chaos, can lead to the arbitrary exercise of power 
and anarchy.5

In the wake of the multidisciplinary sensibilities that define the role of fear in the human 
psyche, in society, in politics, contemporary contexts can be described in terms of a risk 
society that generates uncertainty and continuous, creeping forms of liquid fear (Beck and 
Beck). Forms of liquid fear (Beck, 1992, Castel, 2003, Bauman, 2008). The literature that 
has developed around the subject converges in the belief that, although the feeling of fear 
is harboured in the soul of each subject in a unique, unpredictable way, it is not limited to 
individual experience, but is strongly imprinted in social processes, in cultural transformations, 
in the collective unconscious. These are the «fears social» with which we give a name to 
our uncertainty and unawareness of the threat, behind which lies the inability to control the 
consequences of the changes our era is going through.

The «liquid fear» of which Bauman speaks is the most frightening, because it has no clear 
direction and cause, and sometimes pursues us even without reason. It is a fear that arises 
from the threat to the community, the fruit of an imaginary to which the action of the media 
contributes, and therefore attributable to the representations of social problems that resonate 
in the information. These are fears and anxieties linked to real dangers but which become 
obsessions supported by the interest in amplifying them, expressed by politics or economics 
(Bauman, 2008).6 

People react to this state of fear, which increases when they see the slightest glimpse of 
a breach in the promised security (Rufino, 2017), if they see an active government that has 
earned the trust, credibility and legitimacy of the citizenry. It is thus not Hobbes’ Leviathan, 
but, as Ferrero intuited, a humanised and culturally accepted power which, by virtue of the 
democratic consensus on which it is based, guarantees the conditions of security required as 
an antidote to social fear and the state of collective anxiety.

AWe can then accept Delumeau’s idea when he recognises in our time the capacity to 
reflect on the role of fear in social history through its various dimensions, and this acquired 

5/ Thus, in 1950, Mannheim highlighted the same circular process envisioned by Ferrero some twenty years 
earlier, according to which fear is both a cause and a consequence of social disorder (Mannheim, 1950).
6/ The paradox highlighted by Bauman ten years ago underscores the fact that «evolved societies» are 
wrought with fears and obsessions that are sometimes justified, but often generated ad-art by those who 
have commercial, political and military interests in maintaining a collective state of anxiety.
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capacity also testifies to the neologism «to make safe» (to make something safe), created 
by contemporary language in some languages. The variety of observable situations has in 
fact induced to widen the gaze on the most hidden mechanisms of a civilisation «beyond the 
discourses it pronounces about itself», to bring to light the lived but unconfessed behaviours 
and to capture the main collective nightmares (Ibidem, p. 23). 

However, in the transition from the individual to the collective sphere of fear, the analysis 
of the phenomenon encounters greater difficulties, since it is risky to apply, to a human group 
or to a model of  ivilization as a whole, analyses valid for an individual. If «fear (individual) is 
an emotion of shock provoked by the awareness of a danger perceived as a threat to one’s 
own safety» (Delpierre 1976), in the collective dimension, factors come into play that insert 
the element of hyperbole attributed to the behaviour of the crowd, which transforms, amplifies, 
complicates the individual excesses.7 And it is precisely in the collective dimension that the 
role of social, cultural and political agents is measured, and even more so the symbolic power 
of the media over the «reflected fears» that have replaced spontaneous fears, simplifying the 
procedures for controlling the phenomenon by those in power. Moreover, finding the causes 
of an evil implies recreating a reassuring environment and reconstructing –also through 
representations– a coherence that involves the indication of remedies «to get out of the land 
of fear» (Delumeau 1987, p. 39).8 

The multidimensionality, already intuited by the authors of the past, thus becomes a point 
of no return for studies on the subject, useful for reflecting on the actors, uses and functions 
of the feelings triggered by the presence of real or imaginary dangers, as well as on the 
instrumentalisation of these, in order to gain control of reality.

3. From social fear to media fear: the case  
of terrorism
As we have already mentioned, the combination of media and fear is supported by a rich 
international literature that has long recognised how fear in the news has sometimes been 
instrumental for the legitimacy of security policies, at other times to strengthen exclusionary 
strategies towards otherness. Of particular interest in this tradition of studies is the 
contribution that introduces the concept of moral panic, emphasising the media’s capacity to 
construct «popular demons» and to amplify the existence of behaviour considered deviant 
(Cohen, 1972).

The repercussions of this process, supported by framing and the agenda effect, are 
not only measured in the marginalisation of individuals or groups labelled as marginal, but 

7/ Referring to Le Bon, Delumeau (1987, pp. 23-24 and p. 26) writes: «We are not referring to behaviour 
typical of crowds and we are alluding not so much to the particular psychosomatic reaction of a person 
who remains immobile, petrified in the face of a sudden threat, or who rushes to escape from it, but to 
a habitual attitude, which implies and assimilates many individual fears in certain contexts and makes it 
possible to anticipate others in similar cases».
8/ In this perspective, it is interesting to recognise the forms used in the past through collective repre-
sentations (the land of plenty, mystical fervours or reassuring figures such as the guardian angel) that 
responded to the natural need to alleviate fear and provide a safe alternative (Ibid., p. 39).
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above all in the strengthening of social control measures. And therefore as the legitimacy 
of institutional and political actions and/or responses. Ferrero’s theorising is now back on 
the active and passive dimension of fear, which –applied to media choices– shows how it 
contributes to generating passive fear, and then sustains forms of active fear that translate 
into political and social security responses. 

An attempt to address these news trends, especially in the treatment of extreme 
phenomena, is also offered by the research carried out in Italy to analyse how the media deal 
with the phenomenon of contemporary terrorism. In particular, it is worth mentioning here the 
work carried out by the Lumsa research group on the Bataclan9 case, which sought to reflect 
on the quantitative and qualitative significance of the recourse to the feeling of fear in the 
most widely circulated Italian newspapers. At the same time, it tried to verify the possibility 
of interpreting this use not only as an interpretative framework but also as a narrative plot, to 
the point of tracing a real storytelling of fear and terror, which makes the information based on 
collective panic and perceptions of risk and insecurity.

The choice of the French case is justified by the importance assumed by the event in 
terms of the number of victims and the form of the attack,10 but also because the journalistic 
treatment that followed, not only in Italy, seems to offer an exemplary observation space to 
discuss the media discourse on fear and to understand whether it can be inserted in a model 
of persuasive communication. In fact, as reported by research results on real and perceived 
security in the contemporary geopolitical scenario, fear linked to the tragic events in Paris 
represented the most significant part of the European and national agenda in 2015, occupying 
respectively 78% and 69% of the complex of unsettling news.11

In particular, the research questions aimed to understand whether and how the use of 
the sentiment of fear has evolved over time in the discursive strategies of the press, in the 
reconstruction of events and in the arguments put forward in terms of symbolic tranquillity 
with respect to other threats. The hypothesis of a storytelling of fear and terror has guided 
the comparison between the monitored newspapers, with the aim of detecting convergences 

9/ D. Pacelli, F. Ieracitano, C. Rumi, La narración del miedo en el tratamiento del terrorismo contemporáneo: 
el caso Bataclan, in COMUNICACIÓNPUNTODOC (23/August 2020) monographic issue Los medios de 
comunicación del terror.
10/ Let us recall that the attack of 13 November 2015, with 130 victims of different nationalities and more 
than 360 injured, represented the bloodiest attack on French territory since the Second World War and the 
second most serious terrorist act within the borders of the European Union, after the attacks of 11 March 
2004 in Madrid. Moreover, it represents an escalation of terrorist actions that strategically undermine 
fundamental modern freedoms. Clearly, this objective does not only concern France, but finds emblematic 
cases in this country, as demonstrated by the attack on the editorial office of the satirical newspaper 
Charlie Hebdo, a symbol of the violent attack on press freedom that took place only ten months earlier 
in the same year. Over the course of 13 November, Paris suffered attacks in other public places of great 
social, cultural and symbolic importance. Indeed, after explosions outside the entrance to the Stade de 
France and shootings near several restaurants and cafés, terrorists stormed the Bataclan, the Parisian 
concert hall (an historic monument since 1991) to carry out the massacre. Ninety people were killed and 
the Bataclan will become a new symbol of terrorist barbarity not to forget, but also to celebrate the ability 
to move on and exorcise the fear of that tragic night that found its bloodiest confrontation in the theatre.
11/ This is what the VIII Report on «Security and Social Insecurity in Italy and Europe. Significati, immagine 
e realtà» (2015) produced by the Pavia Observatory, Unipolis Foundation, Demos&Pi.
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and/or divergences between the different editorial lines, through the analysis of five national 
dailies, including the three newspapers with the largest circulation (Corriere della Sera, La 
Repubblica, La Stampa) and two newspapers with explicit political-ideological orientations 
(Il Giornale and Il Manifesto). The aforementioned publications were monitored for 15 days, 
starting on 13 November 2015, using frame analysis and content analysis techniques.

The title choices of articles that recounted the event in newspapers in 2016 and 2017 were 
also examined for commemorative purposes. According to what emerged from the press-
analysis,12 the tendency to construct interpretative frameworks that centralise the feeling of 
fear dominates the news events and goes beyond their specificity by traversing them to re-
propose in a rather diffuse way a storytelling experienced in the representation of extreme 
phenomena (Baudrillard, 2018).

As is well known, the rules of newsmaking disappear in the face of the most sudden and 
dramatic crises, and it is shared that mainstream media are not the elective space for the 
narration of extraordinary events, in the face of which they are forced to experiment with 
strategies capable of returning them to the routine of everyday life and shared and sharable 
states of mind (Muller, 1970; Pacelli, 2002). After all, the results of the analysis carried out to 
testify to the usability of the starting hypothesis also offer us elements to reason about how 
the media overcome the difficulty of reporting sudden events and informing about imminent 
danger. In fact, a strategy is used which, in order to maintain forms of reality control and 
channel the attention of public opinion, is also imposed with feelings of fear. But if this is 
found with respect to just in time, it is worth asking how control strategies are defined when 
the time horizon is no longer the present and we need to go back to the past to redefine their 
meaning. It is not easy to do so. On the one hand, it is necessary to consider the disorientation 
generated by an era that produced the culture of the present and now faces the paradoxes 
created by its feelings of guilt, oscillating between the cult of memory and the right to be 
forgotten. On the other hand, it must be recognised that the media were not born to tell us 
about the past and have a very problematic relationship with what is past. This is reflected in 
the ritualism of media events engaged in commemorations, days of memory or remembrance, 
which –in order to contribute to the moral obligation of «not forgetting»– evoke the past. 
In doing so, however, they do not have the effective tools of the present day: they attempt 
a re-actualisation that is not always consistent with the facts, they shift the sentiments of 
the time to new themes/objectives or create a line of continuity that breaks the boundaries 
of space and time. The deconstruction of synchronic time, the departure from contingency 
and the time-places of events, which, although dramatic, still offer an effective scenario, is 
therefore a problem. This difficulty in representing the past confronts the media’s capacity to 
find formulas to avoid falling into tedium, also through dossiers that remain anchored to fear. 
In particular, in the discussion of the Bataclan case, the centrality that this sentiment assumes 
in the narrative produced around 13 November 2015 lends itself to continuing the reasoning 
to try to understand how fear is used, evoked or transferred in the journalistic interventions 
that remember that tragic night and continue to deal with the nightmare of terrorism. In the first 
anniversary of the massacre (2016), there are quantitative and qualitative differences in the 

12/ For a comprehensive restatement of the results, see D. Pacelli, F. Ieracitano, C. Rumi, Storytelling of 
Fear in the Treatment of Contemporary Terrorism: the Bataclan Case, cit.
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choices made by the Italian newspapers monitored, which then disappear in view of the very 
modest presence of articles specifically dedicated to the subject, starting in 2017.

We remain, then, in 2016, which shows a diffuse attention to the facts, as the five diaries 
are all built on the memory of the Paris attack13 and, in doing so, offer treatment options that 
do not abandon the framework of fear, prolonged or exorcised. In the proposed titles, the 
need to remember passes through the highlighting of the spectacles-events organised to 
commemorate and overcome the nightmare, such as the Sting concert that dominates the 
stage, or through choices that recall the extension of the state of emergency, which thus 
almost becomes a permanent state with which today is accountable. Although there are no 
major differences between the titles of the news pieces on the Sting concert, in the sense that 
everyone trusts the star to celebrate the reopening of the theatre and the need to return to 
normality,14 when one enters into the problems of today that prolong the state of emergency or 
are built on other critical issues, the editorial line is maintained in order to mark differences. The 
social problem of the emergency in some cases lends itself to denouncing the shortcomings of 
the institutions; in others it is functional for reopening a reflection on the events that occurred 
and trying to reconstruct the causes, without renouncing self-criticism. 

By way of example, we can find the first tendency where denouncing interventions such 
as the following are proposed Intelligence, arms and cuts. The police remain impotent, 
little synergy with abroad, databases out of bounds, and not even software for telematic 
investigations (Il Giornale, 13 November 2016). Or when a continuum of meaning is created 
between polemic and fear to argue that Paris has not overcome the shock and the Bataclan 
is reopened while Valls prolongs the state of alarm (Il Giornale, 14 November 2016). An 
attempt, on the other hand, to situate the memory in a reflection that questions long-term 
cultural processes or the commitments made by political bodies, can be found in the Corriere 
della Sera, which offers articles with titles with the following content: The anniversary of 
the Bataclan. The overly exclusionary model of society and an ambiguous foreign policy 
have ended up under accusation. The country must rebuild itself in terms of certainties and 
objectives (13 November 2016); and even Paris remembers. The state of emergency remains 
in place. One year after the attacks, Hollande unveils the plaques commemorating the 130 
victims. Manuel Valls announces that the extraordinary measures will be extended: they 

13/ There are 16 articles distributed among the five newspapers in the following descending order: 
«Corriere della Sera», «Il Giornale», «La Repubblica», «La Stampa», «Il Manifesto».
14/ «Corriere della Sera»: «One year after Bataclan. On the reopened stage Sting’s concert is left out of 
the Eagles of Death Metal» (13 November 2016); «I go back to my rock with the Police in mind. Sting: I’ve 
made esoteric records but the band is in my DNA, I also sing to soothe people’s wounds» (14 November 
2016); «Il Giornale»: «Interview with Sting: “Me at the Bataclan because it soothes the pain”, “Playing 
at the Bataclan was difficult. But we musicians must soothe the pain”» (14 November 2016); «La Repu-
bblica»: «We celebrate life. Sting brings music back inside the Bataclan. The theatre of the massacre a 
year ago reopens. Two members of Eagles of Death Metal denied entry» (13 November 2016); «Sting: 
“In the Bataclan there was a piece of my past”». The day after the concert at the theatre of the massacre 
on 13 November 2015, the British artist arrived in Italy to present his new album ‘59th&9th’ (14 November 
2016); «La Stampa»: «I’m going back to the Bataclan where I was saved behind the bar. A year after the 
massacre, the theatre reopens with a Sting concert. Eagles of Death Metal are banned from entering» 
(13 November 2016); «Sting. I return to my roots and allow myself to be a philosopher. After the Bataclan 
concert, the rocker presents his new album» (14 November 2016).
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protect us (14 November 2016). There is also no shortage of headlines which, in reference to 
what happened in 2015, take advantage of the occasion to enter the international arena and 
call other actors into question. This is to stigmatise some political weaknesses: investigating 
jihadists is always impossible. One year after the Bataclan we have learned nothing. The day 
after the attack, Hollande said: «Now it’s war». But since then only Putin has really fought 
against ISIS (Il Giornale, 13 November 2016); or, on the contrary, give a voice to moderate 
Islam, betrayed by terrorism (The difficulties of us moderate imams? The most radical faithful 
do not follow us (Corriere della Sera, 14 November 2016). Still others pick up on the great web 
of immigration, which also leans towards other issues: Suicide bombers from Syria to Europe 
after waves of migrants (La Repubblica, 13 November 2016). In Molembeek there are now 
fewer taboos, but very little has changed (Il Manifesto, 13 November 2016).

Attempting to interpret the different titling strategies at a modest temporal distance certainly 
does not make it easy to grasp the sense of the line of continuity that is drawn. However, if this 
proximity does indeed blur the boundary between past and present, the interventions’ intention 
to commemorate the interventions leads to the use of the style of rituals and celebrations 
that evoke more distant pasts. In other words, a year later they rely on commemoration to 
strengthen or instrumentalise the needs of the very sentiment to which the memory of the past 
responds, as the literature on the subject claims. This is not the place to go into this in depth, 
but it is certainly helpful to note some well-known positions, according to which, apart from 
memory, it is not possible to define the spiritual activity of a people, its consciousness and 
its history (Durkheim, 1895); but also the perspectives that insist more on the contamination 
between facts and events, between past and present, which weighs on memory, an activity 
that is situated in a space-time shared with others and that only makes sense in reference to 
the groups of which one is a part (Halbwachs, 1950). Hence the idea that memory is opposed 
to history as a continuous stream of thought that does not create dividing lines and preserves 
from the past what is still alive and capable of living in the consciousness of the group (Ibidem, 
1987, pp. 67-69). 

But if memory is activated in the present according to the instances most felt today by 
individuals and groups of individuals, the difference between the selection that makes individual 
memory or forgetting «that is not commanded», and that which leads to the collective memory 
that resonates in public debate, cannot be omitted. In fact, various intentions are at work here, 
consisting of bringing the past back to the attention of public opinion in a strategic manner 
(Jedlowski, 2016). In this sense, the intentions of public policies and cultural productions and 
events act on the stratification of collective memory, through which needs and values are 
recomposed, even instrumentally. 

We do not intend to apply this line interpretative sic et simpliciter to the various political 
and media agendas that use the past to deal with the cultural trauma linked to terrorism, nor 
to extend the results of the analysis of the titles cited to the entire media system. However, 
what we have found in the monitored footprint allows us to identify some interesting options. 
On the one hand, the massive anchoring to spectacle-events around which we try not to 
disperse «the collective soul” escapes confrontation with the facts and transforms them into 
theatricalisation, once again substituting representation for information. On the other hand, 
the heaviness of this trauma justifies breaking discursive strategies that generalise the social 
drama (Turner, 1967), re-aggregating the feelings of a global fear around Paris, keeping 
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the sense of insecurity felt on an international level high. In fact, the language that uses 
the metaphor of war and the Us-Others opposition recurs with the rhetoric of the clash of 
civilisations that always leaves the nightmare of terrorism lurking in the background.

Even two and three years after that bloody night, the media’s modest coverage of the 
anniversary is geared towards remembering the fear left by the massacre, which is often 
transferred to other issues.15 The state of emergency is maintained, habits are disrupted, 
investigations are not closed, and there is no shortage of references to forms of looting by 
those who ride the wave of compensation for the victims of terrorism. So new perceptions of 
insecurity, social problems and institutional failures give another face to fear.

4. Conclusions: looking at the pandemic
In short, it seems that we can argue that, while other paths are taken, the framing of fear 
persists, overcomes the border between past and present and sustains a storytelling of fear 
that contributes to the construction –even if unintentional– of a new sub-genre of information. 
The narration of what has already happened, of what is happening today and of what may 
happen tomorrow, blends to compose a hyper-reality that shows an impact on our definition 
of reality. At the same time, it also seems to be able to affect the political agenda and the 
activities of agencies working for national and international security. The ever resonant issue 
of security cuts across different instances and is brought to the attention of public opinion as 
a new European social problem, with a place of great importance on the agendas of politics 
and information, whose respective priorities do not manage to abandon the narrative of fear, 
but perhaps not even to contain it.

On the other hand, it is impossible to avoid dealing with the omnipresence of a feeling 
that accompanies humanity in that search for security well identified by Freudian psychology, 
which contemporaneity has made titanic in the face of increasingly unpredictable and dramatic 
risks, as in the case of the pandemic.

It has been widely argued that fear was a determining element in the reality of the pandemic, 
just as it has been sufficiently argued that it was not only the risk of contagion but also the 
social legacy of the virus, in terms of change or non-change, that aroused concern, a double 
direction of expectation that releases hopes of zeroing or maintaining what exists, depending 
on whether or not we have something to lose in material life and in terms of certainties/
assurances. Filtered by collective mourning, fear and uncertainties for the future that resonate 
in social representations and in the incessant debate of information, a wounded humanity 
on the one hand appears united by a more authentic feeling, by gestures of solidarity by 
individuals and also by institutions, on the other by a renewed concern for personal destinies, 
impoverished and repositioned towards more modest expectations (Giordano, 2020).

15/ The reference to 2017 is to the two articles that appeared with the following titles: «A tattoo, memories. 
Survivors of the Bataclan. Two years after the Paris massacre. The signs of the Bataclan on the skin» 
(«Corriere della Sera», 13 November 2017) and «Two years after the Bataclan, Paris remembers» («Il 
Manifesto», 14 November 2017). While for 2018, refer to the news reported by Ansa (http://www.ansa.
it/sito/notizie/topnews/2018/11/13/3-anni-dopo-parigi-ricorda-vittime-1311_40559275-aacf-458a-8484-
9b4c3341afee.html).
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Moreover, if surveys show poverty as the first fear (as also highlighted by the Demos & Pi 
survey and the Unipolis Foundation, 2020), we understand how real is the risk of uncertainties 
that inhibit solidarity and lead to behaviours that ignore those who are left behind, in the 
philosophy of every man for himself. The health emergency has frightened, blocked and 
worried everyone on a health, social, material and symbolic level: it has generated a condition 
of life and thought that has altered the way we relate to each other and to the world. The 
direction taken by this alteration is not clearly traced; however, public debate has embraced 
narratives and counter-narratives of the legacy of fear in our living environments, in Europe, 
on the planet. If in a first phase the idea of new scenarios of coexistence dominated and the 
subject was dominated by discourses inspired by solidarity and civility, to the point of imagining 
that even fear could have been a school of courage and patience with transformative power 
(Garofiglio, 2020), over time the world caged in new and old fears has led to more cautious 
and realistic considerations. In the sense that questions have arisen about whether or not to 
emerge from trauma while avoiding the risk of encountering a worse scenario.

It is certainly difficult to address the issue of fear generated by terrorism, pandemics, wars, 
famines, separating the plane of observation from that of hope for a better world. However, in 
order not to fall into the mix of the different discursive levels, it is necessary to recover planning 
and ethical resistance in order to imagine the face of society after crises (Touraine, 2012). In 
other words, in order to think about the legacy of experiences of collective disorientation that 
have put community impetus, selfishness and rhetoric side by side, it is worth considering the 
expected and feared changes and the repercussions they may have at the social level also 
in terms of ideas to guide recovery with a common pathOn the other hand, it is impossible to 
avoid dealing with the omnipresence of a feeling that accompanies humanity in that search 
for security well identified by Freudian psychology, which contemporaneity has made titanic 
in the face of increasingly unpredictable and dramatic risks, as in the case of the pandemic.
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