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The Infested Mind

CHAPTER 3

Learning to Fear: Little Miss Muffet’s
Lesson

ENTOMOPHORIC PRACTICE MAKES PERFECT

Sometimes well-meaning scientists can be a hit dense. Dewey Caron has a doc-
torate in entomology from Cornell, and he’s forgotten more about bees than
T'll ever know. Caron wrote an analysis of entomophabia for the American Bee
Journal in which he suggested that beekeepers need to educate the public:
“The consensus is that since insect fears and apprehension of stinging insects
is a learned response it can be unlearned. . . . we need to show them there is
nothing to be afraid of.” Makes good sense, But the article then recounts the
story of a fellow in Africa who was attacked by a swarm of bees:

The unfortunate man jumped into the shallow river as the bees literally coated
his body. . . . he began to sicken from the effacts of the venom. Vormiting, he
managed to inove into deeper water. . . . His head ached badly. He suffered from
diarrhea so intense that he was incontinent.

So much for education. If you weren't freaked out before, Dr. Caron’s tale pro~
vides outstanding fodder for any latent entomephobia you might be harbor-
ing. When [ was a kid, a bee flew down the back of my shirt and stung me. 1
retain a vivid memory of the event, but it doesn't compare to the fellow whe
spent four and a half hours in the river and received 2,243 stings.

Most of my youthful encounters with insects were less traumatic. When I
was ten we moved to the outskirts of Albuguerque, where there were grass-
hoppers aplenty secking the greenness of our yard. On lazy summer after-
noons I'd snag a few and feed them to the black widows that colonized the
cinder-block wall in the backyard. I remember being darkly enchanted by the
spiders’ lethal tactics. Maybe that day on the prairie decades later evoked a



childhoaod sense of being entangled and unable to escape~~or perhaps the in-
sects crawling into my clothing tock me back to the bee inside my shirt.

I don't know what memories conspired to induce my panic, but psycholo-
gists contend that adult reactions often reflect childhood learning. Figuring
out how a person came to be fearful would seem to be a simple matter of
asking, but various studies have found that many phobic people report that
they have always had their fears.® Perhaps these people are evolutionarily
hardwired, but it is possible that they have simply forgotten earlier events. A
subjective sense of having always been afraid might be expected given that the
average age of onset for arachnophobia is £.7 years and that eatly trauma can
result in childheod amnesia.®

Researchers have converged on three mechanisms through which early ex-
periences can catalyze phobias: direct experience (e.g,, a cockroach runs up a
lid’s pant leg), modeling {e.g., a kid sees his mother scream in terror at cock-
roaches), and instruction (a kid's father tells her a story about cockroaches
Irrowing into children’s ears).

Of these routes, experiences that condition an individual to fear spiders or
insects appear to be the most common, with 40 to 50 percent. of subjects ve-
calling a frightening event.* Some studies report little difference in the fre-
quencies with which normal and arachnophobic individuals remember en-
counters with spiders, but the intensity of encounters-tather than their
mere accurrence—may be the critical factor.’ Given a traumatic event, fear
can become entrenched through “false alarms” (the discomfort induced by
harm!less encounters) and parental feedback. Conversely, previous uneventful
and positive interactions with spiders psychologically “immunize” children so
they are less likely to be conditioned by aversive incidents.’

Adults can both reinforce and initiate fear in children through modeling.
About 20 percent of children fearful of spiders and insects report learning
their aversion from parents, although friends and siblings were also impli-
cated,” Some research even suggests that suck vicarious or chservational
learning can be more important than direct experience. In his review of ento-
mophobia, Tad Hardy noted, "For centuries it was believed that expectant
mothers frightened by an insect (or any other experience) passed their fear to
the developing child"® The medieval explanation was closer than one might
think. Although no in utero learning takes place, spider fears are commonly
transmitted from mother to daughter by same-sex modeling, Fathers serve as
models for less than 5 percent of phobics.® Of course, observational learning
has a bright side—adults who model positive responses to insects can prevent
the incipiént fears of children from reaching phobic proportions.*®

Instructional learning probably is the least frecuent means of acquiring
entomophobia, but it can be potent, Bven inadvertent lessons can generate
phobias, as in the case of a young girl who became terrified of insects after she
was told that her sister, who contracted pneumonia, had died from a “bug."
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And as one might expect, stories and conversations emphasizing the favorable
characteristics of insects can block the reification of fears, However, arachno-
phobes often avoid information zbout spiders, so there may be little chance
for instructional learning to diminish their fear.*? Moreover, while books, tele-
vision programs, and movies can offer information that may mitigate entomo-
phobia, most social messages exacerbate fear.

THE SIX GREAT FEARS OF SIX-LEGGED CREATURES

Entomophobia is rooted in six “fear-evoking perceptual properties.” Insects
can: (1) invade our homes and bodies; (2) evade us through quick, unpredict-
able movements, to which it might be added that the furtive skittering of a
cockroach, for example, with its head lowered as if slinking out of the reom,
evokes a sense that the creature is guilty or ashamed; (3) undergo rapid popu-
lation growth and reach staggeringly large numbers, threatening our sense of
individuality; {4) harm us both directly (biting and stinging} and indirectly
{transmitting disease as well as destroying woodwork, carpets, book hindings,
electrical wiring, and food stores); (5) instill a disturbing sense of otherness
with their alien bodies—they are real-world monsters associated with mad-
ness (e.g.,, “going bugs™);** and (6) defy our will and control through a kind of
radical mindless or amoral autonomy.

A particularly compelling formulation of these frightening qualities of in-
sects is provided by the Yale anthropologist Hugh Raffles {in the following, his
lines are rearranged to align with the order of the six perceptual properiies
presented above):

There is the nightmare of foreign bodies in our ears and cur eyes and under the
surface of cur skin. . . . There is the nightmare of turning the overhead light on
just as the carpet scatters. . . . There is the nightmare of fecundity and the night-
mare of multitude. . . . There is the nightmare of their being cut to get us. ...
There is the nightmare of too many limbs [and] the nightmare of awkward flight
and the nightmare of dlattering wings. . . . There is the nightmare of beings with-

out reason,

Western culture provides abundant opportunities for children and adults
to learn that insects invade, evade, cverwhelm, attack, pertush, and defy—
and modern media are adept at tapping into these capacities. For example,
these elements have been woven into several popular television series, includ-
ing Billy the Exterminator (A&E), Infested! (Animal Planet), Dirty Jobs (Discov-
ery}, and Fear Factor (NBC)—which might have been better titled Disgust Di-
lernma. And the capacity of grasshoppers to evoke fear (see, it’s not just me) is
captured in Guy Smith's novel Locusts. This book reads like the screenplay for
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a B-movie (with notable similarities to the 2005 cinematic Alop Locusts: Duay of
Destruction), with the author managing to push ali of our fear buttons:

The storm clouds were here already, speeding in at an alarming rate in a wide
black line, blotting out the cverhead midday sun. . . . Locusts! By the millions
[overwhelm]. . . . On and on came the locusts, their appetites whetted by a feed
of barley. Their hunger was at fuil pitch [attack). . . . Mrs. Hatherton could not
breathe. Locusts were jammed solidly in her nostrils and throat. [invade]. . . .
Those horrible eyes, fixed on [Mr, Hatherton] with expressions of hate, the re-
puisive bodies heaving as they breathed fperturB]. . . . These horrors had wings
[evade]. . . they were on him again in even greater numbers, raldng, spitting and
stinging, taking their revenge [defy].1®

Before we explore how Western culture incuicates each of these half dozen
fears into children and adults, it is important to consider that there are some
positive images. My kids adored Bric Carle’s books, for example, with their
endearingly imperfect characters including a busy spider, a courageous honey-
bee, 2 quiet cricket, a clumsy beetle, 2 hungry caterpillar, and a grouchy lady-
bug.'? Such stories build on an ancient tradition in which myths portrayed
insects favorably: ants exemplified industry and thrift, bees evoked coopera-
tion and chastity, butterflies represented beauty and transformation, crickets
radiated happiness and domesticity, ladybugs provided good warks and for-
tune telling, moths embodied the soul and afterlife, and scarab beetles sym-
bolized renewal and creation.'® -

Outside the West, many indigenous peoples include insects among their
totems. Clans of Australian Aborigines assure the protection of their name-
sakes, which represent vital food sources, such as edible beetle larvae, witch-
etty grubs, and honey ants.”® And in the United States, athletic teams have
adopted insect mascots, such as wasps, hornets, and scorpions, along with the
less expected mosquitoes and boll weevils.2

While positive portrayals of insects and their kin can be found, for every
rendition of “The Itsy Bitsy Spider” and every screening of Microcosmos there
are a dozen rounds of “Little Miss Muffet” and showings of The Fly (the 1958
version ot its 1986 remake, not to mention the opera), Western culture—and
particularly the movies, which so powerfully reflect and shape social norms—
reminds us that insectscan . ..

Invade our homes, bodies, and.minds
Insects were the featured invaders of the big screen in the 1950s, with glant

ants (Them!, 1954), spiders (Tarantula, 1955), grasshoppers (Beginning of the
End, 1957—T knew it), and even a praying marntis (Deadly Mantis, 1957). The
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Figure 3.1 o ] ) i
This 1940 poster from the Works Progress Administration portrays lthe classic story of the
spider and Miss Muffet in less negative terms than we might expect in an effort to promote
reading among children. But even this encounter seems to have evoked §urprlseAand per-
haps fright—judging by the eyes of the cartoon gitl (image by Gregg Arlington of the WPA
Federal Arts Project).

conventional view is that these creatures were Cold War metaphors for cur
anxieties about communists taking over the world, along with our worries
about technology (radiation invariably triggered the insectan incursions).™
However, at least one historian contends that sometimes a mantis is just a
mantis and that these films simply reflected our fear of insects invading our
homes.? If so, this might explain Hollywood's continuing to produce films
featuring insects insinuating themsetves into our lives even after the collapse
of the Soviet Union (e.g., Mimic, 1997, which was followed by Mimic 2, 2001,
and Mimic 3: Sentinel, 2003; Spiders, 2000, and the sequel Spiders 2: Breeding
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Ground, 2001; and Tail Sting, 2001—a predecessor of Snakes on a Plana, 2008,
but with bioengineered scorpions). Even the relatively staid National Geo-
graphic Channel has exploited the entomophobic proclivities of viewers with
an episode of Nature’s Nightmares featuring insectan home invasions,

Insects are even scarier when they enter our bodies. “I know an old lady
who swallowed a fiy"—and from there every kid knows how things spin out of
control. The lesson: Don’t let insects into your body or perhaps you'll die. And
when you die: “The worms crawl in, the worms crawl out / The worms play pi-
nochle on your snout.” The cld wives’ tale of earwigs is vividly exploited in Star
Trek: The Wrath of Kahn (1982) when the villain places what look like alien
antltonlarvaein the ears of his prisoners, where they enter the victims’ brains,
rendering them “extremely susceptible to suggestion.”

Bodily invasion is the name of the game on Fear Factor, a show in which
contestants put live insects (e.g., beetles, crickets, and cockroaches) in their
mouths and either consume them or transfer the contents to 2 partner’s
mouth. In other episodes, shapely contestants wearing little clothing are cov-
ered in lats of insects to suggest the titillating possibility of bodily invasion.
1lhe British version of the program was censored by the Broadcasting Stan-
dards Cornmission, which decreed that “graphic and extended footage of the
consumption and treatment of the insects, purely for entertainment, had ex-
ceeded acceptable boundaries."” Tt's hard to keep a stiff upper lip with a
mouthful of maggots.

Once insects get into our bodies, it’s a small step to infesting our minds. In
the original and the remake of The Fly, the hero's body is melded with that of
a fly when the insect inadvertently enters a teleportation machine as the sci-
entist is testing the device on himself, What begins as an anatomical invasion
becomes increasingly psychological as the chimeric character be gins to think
and act with the amoral tendencies of an insect. In the remake, the fellow be-
comes a sexyal dynamo and impregnates his girlfriend, who, when she figures
out that he's slowly metamorphosing into a fly, seeks an ahortion, dedlaring,
“T dor’t want it in my body.”

But if the arthropod insinuates itself only into our bodies, we might get the
best of all worlds. In the Spider-Man comics and movies, the hero is bitten by
a radioactive spider and subsequently acquires the powers of an arachnid.
However, Peter Parker does not take on the psychological attributes of the
spider. Rather than becoming a cold-hearted predator, he retains his human
and humane mind and becomes a superhevo. But not all (or most) transforma-
tions go so smoothly.

In The Wasp Woman (1959), an aging cosmetic mogul takes “wasp enzymes”
to rejuvenate her body, and-along with gaining youthfulness she periodically
transforms into a bug-eyed homiridal maniac. And taking a page from Fear
Factor, characters in Starship Troopers 2 (2004) pass their insectan parasites
from mouth to mouth. The new host is converted into a zombielike minion
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devoted to spreading the infestation to others—the horror genre's version of
being plagued by an “earworm,” which is both the common name of a n'wth
larva that infests corn and the term for that maddening condition of having a
sang stuck in your head. o —

The mast terrifying cinematic portrayal of an infested mind is found m Bug
(2006), based on the play by Tracy Letts. In the film, a honky-tonk waitress

shacks up with a drifter who suffers from the delusion that he’s infested with

insects, and she is inexorably drawn fito his madness. At first he simply feels
a tiny insect bite him in their bed, next he's spraying the apartment, then she
feels something under her skin, and then he’s yanking out a tooth to get to the
egg sac that the government implanted. By the final scene, they have drapeg
their apartment with mosquito netting, hung dozens of bug zappers, an
slashed their bodies in a futile effort to extract the imaginary insects. As the
authorities arrive to end the insanity, the couple strip, splash gasoline over
themselves, babble insanely about bugs, declare their love, and strike a match.
So it goes when insects invade—and when t}-ley .

Evade our efforts to detect and destroy them

Insects are devious. Even giant insects are masters of concealment. Ir'L the cult
clagsic Them! mutant ants manage to elude their human pursuers in caves,
sewer systems, and cargo ships. And when not hiding, insects m the I_nomes
are sneaking. Spiders are notorious for their scurrying, asin the: mtentmna]l?'
funny Arachnophebia (1990) and the unintentionally funny Spiders (an(-i Spi-
ders 2: Breeding Ground). At least the evil ones behave this way. Interlesnngly,
when insects are portrayed as good (e.g,, Jiminy Cricket in Pinocchio, 19.40,
and Flik, the hero ant in A Bug's Life, 1998) they exchange six-legged skittering
for bipedal striding, ‘

Nor are the evasive tactics of hiding and flecing mutually exclusive. For
example, in Ticks (1993} and Bugged (19986, a horror movie wherein the only
real horror is that the film was ever made), the chemically catal?rzed 1.?00'5-
long arthropods are extraordinarily secretive, and swift. L1k-ew1se in a night-
marish scene from the Billp the Exterminator episode featuring cocquaches,
a woman screams it horror as a pile of cockroaches previously hidd_en .be—
neath a trash can scattars in all directions. And this leads us to the realiza-

tion that insects . . .

Overwhelm our sense of individuality

As the cockroaches scurry, Billy observes, “We've got literally five hundred to
a thousand at this one location. . . . They've taken over.” In a later episode he
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extracts five thousand bees from a hive they've built between the walls of a
house. But these numbers pale in compatison to the goosebumps raised by
Dirty Jobs host Mike Rowe’s encounter with the twenty-five million insects
seething in bins and vats at Ghann's Cricket Farm.

Throughotit Western: literature, masses of insects have played a disturbing
role; they have been described as “horrors of nonindividual groups [in which]
the power of swarms was a frightening one, emerging from the sheer size of
the pack . .. as in the case of locusts,” Indeed. One of the movies' most fan-
tastic challenges to our precious individuality unfolds in the 2008 remake of
The Day the Earth Stood Still. In this flm, aliens release tiny, fast-reproducing
bugs that coalesce into an enormous, machine-like humanoid that consumes
every form of matter and energy—all to save humanity from its owm techno-
logical and moral follies. According to film critic Matt Mueller, the monster’s
form and power are based on thase of a locust swarm % )

Other insects also have played the role of numerical villains, as with a band
of Amazonian army ants constituting a “monster twenty miles long and two
miles wide . . . forty square miles of agonizing death!” (The Naked Jungle,
1854). Kilier bees wreak havoc in at least five films released in the 1970s (e.g.,
The Swarm, 1978).% And thanks to insecticides wiping out their food supply,
tarantulas form “an army of deadly predators” to overwhelm larger prey, in-
cluding livestock, in Kingdom of the Spiders (1977),

Being overwhelmed by insects can alsa be a matter of monstrous size, Just
as an angry God sent locust swarms to punish an arrogant Pharach, the giant
insects of twentieth-century films were the consequences of abundant hubris
and deficient foresight. During the Cold Waz, radiation generated school-
bus-sized carnivorous locusts (Beginning of the End), ten-foot ants (Themi),
and monstrous moths (Mothra, 1951). By the 1970s, pollution was the sin,
and humans were punished by giant ants spawned from a toxic waste dump
(Empire of the Ants, 1977).77 A misguided geneticist’s attempt to play God cre-
ated a vampire moth—a woman who transformed at night inte a giant,
blood-sucking moth in The Blood Beast Terror (1968). And not having learned
our lesson, twenty years later we saw genetic engineering produce killer cock-
roaches in The Nest (1988).

Wkile huge numbers {and sizes) of insects assail our modern sensibilities,
for centuries Western culture has reminded us that these creatures . . .

Attack our health, food, and property
If the Bible is our guide to faith and fear, then it's little wonder that we're en-
tomophobic. Tallying up references to insects in the Bible reveals forty-six

negative allusions (e.g., “At his command came swarms of flies and maggots
the whole land through”; Psalms 105:31) and just four positive mentions (e.g.,
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“Go to the ant, you sluggard, watch her ways and get wisdom”; l?mverbs 6:6.).28
On the Godly side, Yahweh coerces a recalcitrant Pharach with gn.ats,'ﬂ.les,
and locusts. On the demonic side, Beelzebub, the prince of the devils, is t.h’e
“lord of the fies.” And in the Middle Ages, dragonflies were called the devil's
darning needles and said to be giant flies sent by Satan to sew up the mouths
i ildren.?
“ li}/n\fit%lctlzllllj cuttural momentum, it is not surprising that insects continu.e to
be cast as villains. Bric Carle has an uphill battle in children’s liter_ature given
works such as Douglas Florian’s Tnsectlopedia * Dangerous insects in "che b“o ok
include army ants {“You're lucky if / We miss your place”), dragonflies {“The
demon of the skdes . . . I terrorize”), locusts (“Your grain, / Your grass. / Tfley
disappear / Bach time we pass”), and mosquitoes ("'Ihfey ffeast on your gkin /
For take-out food.”). Although the illustrations are whimsical, the poems can

be dark:

‘We are weevils.
i We are evil.
We're aggrieved.
Since time primeval.
With our down-curved
Bealks we bore.
Into crops
And trees we gore.
We are ruinous.
We are rotten.
We drill holes
In bolls of cotton.
We're not modern,
We're medieval,
We are weevils,
We are evil 3

The biblical framing of insects has been woven into painting a.t'1d literature
throughout the history of Western culture,™ and it persists today in even low-
hrow cinematic ventures. For example, halfway into Locusts: Day of Destr‘uc-
ton, a US senator is briefed on the swarms of bioengineered locusts ravaging
the nation, and he compares the unfolding disaster to the Apocaly'p"se. Indeed,
the movie portrays locusts in terms of the Four Horsemen: pestilence, wat,

i nd death. .
fanzsef,o: pestilence, Locusts begins with scientists :rlnodifying the Austra-h;ln
plague locust into a “bioweapon” (a macroscopic version of glerm warfave); t' e
experts later advacate the imposition of 2 national quarantine to keep the in-
festation from becoming a pandemic. The element of war emerges as the US
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Figure 3.2

The bolt weevil has been an ob; i i

' . ject of considerable cultural attention, including a

th]‘EZr%tzlazgnse, Alabalpa, crediting the insect with forcing farmers to diversi%y t%}eoi?ig;er;t

‘]JSVI ch le dto prosmnty._ﬂclywever, most allusions in song and story, including “Boll Weei)di
mes” and Douglas Florian's poem for children, portray the weevil as devastating (i b

US Department of Agriculture). By

military prepares to spray the American heartland with nerve gas, as it is the
only chemical lethal to the locusts. Thausands of unsuspecting rur,al folks will
die if the heroine cannot come up with an alternative plan. Such staggering
collateral casualties are justified in light of the third horseman, for unless the
loc?sts are stopped there will be worldwide famine. As farmers race to harvest
their crops, the fourth horseman arrives in various guises. Death comes in the
forms of a massive traffic pile-up and an airplane crashing in a fiery ball after
locusts clog the engines. After a swarm attacks livestock, the government
expert warns, “Worst case scenario, they turn carnivorous,” to which the sena-
tor eminously responds, “We are on the menu.” A scene with a blood-soaked

locust-ravaged victim reveals the fate of those who are not gassed or starved’
Humanity is saved, however, when the heroine turns the nation’s power gri(."a
into the world’s largest bug zapper.

This movie fails to horrify, as inept writing, acting, and directing make it a
presumably unintentional parody of one of the most chilling films in cine-
tatic history. The Birds (19563} is the one movie of my childhood that I cannot
get out of my mind. Perhaps Alfred Hitchcock planted a seed—the sense of
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being trapped in a swarm of creatures that are weirdly both mindless and
malevolent—that germinated in a grasshopper-filled draw years later. And
this takes us to the realization that insects . ..

Perturb our tranguility through their monstrous otherness

As alien beings, insects have enabled painters, dancers, essayists, novelists,
poets, filmmakers, and advertisers to evoke fear for centuries.® In the Dark
Ages, the Church maintained that insects were spawned from pockets of sin
within cadavers, a macabre transformation that was captured in paintings
such as Matthias Griinewald’s Dead Lovers (ca. 1480) and continued through
Williamn Elake’s insect-human hybrid The Ghost of a Flea (1812).

While such visual art is unsettling, the mind's eye can see into even darker
places. And no piece of literature taps into monstrous otherness more power-
fully than Franz Kafka's The Metumorphosis, in which Gregor Samsa wakes up
to find himself transformed into a gigantic insect (a cockroach being the fa-
vored interpretation). Ever: those who once loved him are repulsed:

[Gregor’s mother] looked first with hands clasped together at his father, then
tock two steps towards Gregor and collapsed, surrounded by her outspread
skirts, her face sunk and quite hidden in her breast. His father clenched his fist
with a hostile expression, as if meaning to drive Gregor back inte his reom. ¥

Kafka may not have originated the existential fear of becoming an insect, but
his influence on Western art and literature has persisted. His disturbing touch
can be felt in The Fly, The Wasp Woman, The Blood Beast Terror, and Starship
Troopers 2. However, the most terrible transformations of humans into in-
gects and monsters have taken place not in art, but in politics.

Given the human capacity for empathy, genocide requires an extraordinary
alteration of the human psyche. Careful analysis has revealed an eight-stage
process, the first three steps of which involve cognitive restructuring in which
the enemy is classified, symbolized, and dehumanized.® This depraved con-
ceptual metamorphosis often involves turning people inte vermin:

We must kill them big and little. . , . Nits malke lice.
—Colonel John M. Chivington, exhotting his troops to massacre a
Cheyenne corpmunity, including women and children, in 1864%

Antisemitism is exactly the same as delousing. Getting rid of lice is not a ques-

tion of ideclogy. It is a matter of cleanliness.
—Heinrich Himmler, April 24, 1943% (Adolf Hitler was profoundly

entomophobic and framed the Holocaust in terms of extermination.)
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If you gave me a pesticide to throw at these swarms of insects [the Iranians] to
make them breathe and become exterminated, T would use it.

—Iragi general Maher Abd al-Rashid, 19542

1he nyenzi [cockroaches) have always been Tutsi, We will exterminate them,
—Broadcast from a Hutw-run radio station duwring
the Rwandan genocide, 1994%

It should be legal to shoot [Mexicans] on sight. They breed their filthy race like
the cockwoaches that they are,

—Post on Rush Limbaugh Campfire website, 200240

Bugsplat is the official term wsed by US authorities when hurmans are killed by
drone missiles.

-—Jennifer Robinson, human rights fawryer, 2@1141

If turning humans ito insects countenances hate, then turning insects
into humans has the opposite effect. Artists humanize insect heroes by trans-
forming their alfen features into eyes, mouths, heads, and appendages more
Hke our own. In Antz (1998), the “good” ants stand upright and their forelegs
function as arms with human-like fingers, while the “had” termites run around
on six legs. Likéwise, in A Bug's Life the “good” ants are anthropomorphized
into smooth-bodied beings with two arms, two legs, and human-like teeth.
The “bad” grasshoppers have spiky hodies, six appendages (they are bipedal
but have four “arms™), and jagged mandibles.

Animators are also keenly aware that we find infantile features charming,
so “good” insects are drawn with proportions similar to those of a human
baby. Infants have disproportionately large heads; their noggins are about 50
percent of the length of their badies, versus 20 percent for adults. Disney's
Jiminy Cricleet in Pinocehio is phenomenally infantile by this measure, with a
head that is 70 percent of his body length (versus about 15 percent in an
actual cricket)! The eyes of a human baby are also enlarged, being about twice
the relative size of adults’ eyes. So to soften the insectan features of the hero
of A Bug’s Life, the animators gave him eyes that are a remarkable 50 percent
of his head length (about twice the proportion in an actual ant). But even

when we put a humanoid head on an ant, insects can still . , .

Defy our will and control through their amoral autonomy
In some social-historical contexts, insects have served as positive representa-

tions of determination and hard wark. The Mormons who settled Utah used
the bechive as an emblem of their own industriousness, and the imagery has
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Jived on in the Beehive State.? However, the tension between the author.itaw
tive control in a hive and the autonomy of the wor.kers has played out 1;1 a
rather strange way in Utah as an extremely conservative sta}te g.overlnmf:nt a;
employed strikingly socialist policies.®® And the.oppress1\re implications o
aligning with the social insects have come to dominate our fmagery. .
With the rise of industry, insects began to serve as snluster 1-nlet:1;{1 o1s
for powerful, efficient, cold, dangerous, heartles.s mﬂachmes. .Tl.us ferlne
continued into the twentieth century, during which “the precision o _t 1e,
insect machine fed into dystopic fears of ‘inhuman technological ?ouet;‘;
modeled on emotionless insect minds."** This fear was capturec?. in suc
wotks as Karel Capel’s The Insect Play (1921) and the film Metropol:s (19;’?)ci
featuring a queen-like woman commanding servi.le, ant-like workers. An .
with the emergence of totalitarian governments, insects ca.r‘ne‘to repﬂfesen
not only the living cogs of industrialism but also the submissive followers
5 otism. ‘ .
o ?;sl?oetics of the Hive, Ctistopher Hollingsworth traces: t}.le ways in wh%c?l
insects bave been used in literature and film to frame social 15511?3 and politi-
cal fears.®® With the rise of fascism and commurnism in the twenil:leth century,
thelives of ants, térmites, and bees became ominous representations of forcei
collectives in which individuals were enslaved and sacrificed for the good o

Figure 3.3 } ] o ] e
Al%ﬁough social insects such as bees were seen in largely virtuous texms prior to the

i ttari i along with ants and ter-
i ith the rise of totalitarian regimes these creatures ¢ with a
Eeii]:sge;;:;yr;xssodated in film and literature with the sacrifice of the lD.dIVIldU;l fg‘feilz-
collective, the plight of servile factory workers, and the oppression by ceritralized g
ments (image by Vagawi through Creative Commons).
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the whole. In the 1920s, Maurice Maeterlinck explored the staggering costs of
perfect communal order in The Life of the White Ant.% And almost ag tS .
later, the human-turned-insect in Starship Troopers 2 declared that h manity
must be destroyed because it glorifies “the one over the many.” e
" E;-rgzi 2cl;11dren’s boals and movies present insects as soulless automata. In
e ook The Adventures of Maya the Bee the main character sacrifi
her‘?elf for the good of ker hive 4 Bath A Bug’s Life and Antz portray insect s
docﬂ'e serva(;lnts of those in power. Individuals who aspire to be morye than :112?
EES et i
fhe on ;Eehi:;:::hje violently oppressed, although they eventua]lylrise above
Finally, the uncanny power of insects is manifest in dark, psychic pow
Mafeterlinck’s novels allude to the "spirit of the hive,” with’ commit p ?rs.
taking place not as conscious language but “as affen:i;s of murmur, v?ri-f’atlon
and a refrain that even the hees might not hear but sense in some: u nny
?\ray.”“ Likewise, Sylvia Plath’s 1962 poem “The Swarm” attributes (chljlrlrclly
Intractable mind” to insect masses.®® And Virginia Woolf taps into Ellc:
superstition in her 1922 novel Jacob’s Room, with a death’s—headarl;;)th

(named for the skull-shaped ; .
binger of desth * aped marking on the thorax) serving as an eerie har-

THE DISGUSTING ELEPHANT iN THE FEARFUL RCOM

Scary stories, songs, poems, paintings, and films involving insects often h
another emotional compeonent. Gregor Samsa, the glant insect in Kaﬂil V:e
Metemorphosis, is not only or even primarily frightening. Rather, he is det af:5
.able and elicits disgust. And the most appalling scene in the rem;.ke of Th E;I )
mvollves the insectan fellow vomiting a white slime 0;1t0 his food to b 'e (ﬁy
gestion. This same sense of filth is vividly captured by Mark Twain: e
The fly . . . hunts up patients suffering from loathsome and deadly diseases;
wades in their sores, gaums its legs with a million death-dealing germs; th ’
cc.)mes to that healthy man’s table and wipes these things off on the buttc;r ax‘iz
discharges a bowel-load of typheid germs and excrement on his batter cakes.™

AftA gr;nlmng body of research s'uggests that fear and disgust are entangled.

e? all, these are the two universal aversive emotions, Indeed, the best
predictor of entomophobia appears to be parental disgust sensit’ivit‘ Sd
arachnoph?bic girls tend to have mothers with a strong disgust 31:, o
ders.” [t séerns that when insects infest our minds—through egvolu:i vt
enculturation-—they bring with them not only the capacity to inondor
e?fade, overwhelm, attack, perturb, and defy. They also bring a o 'e,
viscid, ugly, soft, wrigghng filthiness. e
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