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Speaking of SARS: Mother Nature and Terror as Key Figures in the Response to a Global Epidemic

Severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) emerged globally in a time when much public discussion in the United States was given to actual and potential terrorist threats, prominently including bioterrorism. Though nearly no suggestions were made, even well outside the mainstream, that SARS constituted terrorism proper, mainstream coverage of the epidemic was packed with language that clearly evoked words and actions that were strongly associated with responses to the September 11, 2001 terrorist attack on New York and Washington, DC, and to the anthrax attack on the postal system that October. These associations have often been explicit, such as when the Science article heralding the discovery of the epidemic ended with a quote from Marjorie Pollack, an epidemiologist who became one of the leaders in the global network that tracked the disease. “Mother Nature is the worst bioterrorist out there,” she said, in an insightful spin on U.S. public discourse’s overwhelming preoccupation of the time, and a nod to similarities in the public perception of asymmetrical warfare and emerging viruses. Popular reaction to the news of the epidemic followed suit: people eagerly followed extensive news coverage of the epidemic; filter masks flew off the shelves; people canceled trips to all parts of Asia; business in Chinese restaurants and Chinatowns all over the U.S. and Canada slowed to a near halt; and people of Asian appearance began to notice instances of avoidance and discrimination bearing more than passing resemblance to the experiences of people who were taken to be of Middle Eastern descent after the terrorist attacks of 2001.

The sense of danger elicited by media and general public talk about SARS resembles the public sentiments that came in the wake of the 2001 terrorist attacks, and is historically built on them as well. Other historical precedents for this widespread sense of fear include the outbreak of West Nile Virus in the previous year, and, most famously, the emergence of AIDS. In this essay, I explore some of the recurring themes and tropes that came to the surface in public talk about SARS, and that can also be traced throughout discussions and coverage of other recent threats. I argue that xenophobic responses to SARS were discoursively linked to the public focus on the hunt for SARS’ origins, the language of criminality and exoticism that pervaded Science and others’ coverage of the epidemic, and the way in which ideas of globality have been treated in relation to the epidemic. Moreover, these same responses and links systematically emerge with every recent threat that has been highly publicized, in the realms of terror, bioterror, and public health. These examples sketch a diagram of a social world in which concepts of ethnicity and development are important markers of inclusion and exclusion, and which asymmetrical warfare and high profile public health threats emerge into, and public talk of them emerges out of, a cultural space of fear of an archetypal foreign, underdeveloped realm.

