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WE'VE BECOME A NATION OF GRIME FIGHTERS, AND THERE'S GROWING
EVIDENCE THAT WE'RE SACRIFICING OUR SAFETY AND OUR SANITY TO
SANITIZATION. I BY CARLIN FLORA ; PHOTOGRAPHS BY FREDRIK BRODEN
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Show, ayoungmoth-
er publicly confided
she was terrified that
her apartment could

be harminghertoddlerson-because itwasn't perfectlyclean.
Banks sent a microbiologist to the home to test for germs. Sure
enough, the place was filled with them! "Are you surprised the
bathtub was the dirtiest part ofthe house?" Banks asked.'Yes,"
the woman answered, hervoice quaveringand her eyes welling
with tears, "I clean it with bleach."

Banks leaned in: "Butdoyou clean itaftereveryshower?Do
you reallyscrub it?"

'Well," the woman confessed, "I have a 2-year-old, I don't
always have time."

Such chagrin is no surprise to writer Katherine Ashenburg,
who heard cleanliness confessions throughout arecenttour pro-
moting her bo ok The Dirt on Clean: An Unsanitized History . "I
don't shower every day," people sheepishly whispered to her,
as though it were a grave confession. That experience only rein-
forced her belief that "we are obsessed with cleanliness" to
"apointofabsurdity. Todaythere seems tobe no restingplace,
no point at which we can feel comfortable in our own skins
for more than a few hours after our last shower. Clean keeps
receding into the distance."

Interest in home and body hygiene has waxed and waned
through the ages, from earlyEgyptians who frolicked in pools
for hours to Enlightenment Europeans who never bathed a day
in their lives, believing that water spread diseases such as the
Plague. But ever since deodorant and mouthwash entered
the American marketplace in the twentieth century standards
ofcleanliness have steadily ratcheted up.

Now, nearly a decade into the twenty-first century we are
convulsed byfull-on germophobia and personal hygiene mania.
Office supply stores sell germ-resistant highlighters and scis-
sors. Tenyears ago hand-sanitizinggels couldbe found onlyin
hospitals. Now they're flying offthe shelves ofevery grocery
and drug store. In 2005, more than $67.3 million in sanitizers
were sold, a 54 percent increase over 2004.

Why the massive panic over invisible threats? On the sur-
face, it seems an earnest effort to promote health. But a closer
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looksuggests thatwe feel adeep distrustofourbodies andpro-
found pessimism about human nature: The backyard is a hotbed
of creepy crawlies, mybody is brimmingwith toxins, and the
germs in my kitchen are just waiting to rise up and infect me!

We scour and scrub in an attempt to alleviate our anxieties
and exercise control over an environmentwe perceive as hos-
tile-a futile act that gives a whole new meaning to germ war-
fare. Ourbattles againstwhatisbyfarthe largestpopulationof
livingthings on earth-the weight of all microbes is 25 times
that of all multicelled animal life combined-also misunder-
stands the role of dirt and the place ofgerms on the planet. With-
out bugs we wouldn't be drawingbreath.

Because we seem neverto feel clean enough, all our scrub-
bing and scouring only stokes the anxiety it is meant to allay.
But it may be sabotaging our physical health as well. Just as
overprotectingchildren can keep them from developingcop-
ingskills, sanitizingourselves maybe underminingthe immune
system, which requires germs to keep it viable. What's
more, overuse and misuse of cleaning products directly
expose us to toxic chemicals. And, quite possibly, they even
encourage what germophobes fear most-the rise of resist-
ant "superbugs."

It's Their World
"THEv'RE LvING rN wait for you at the ATM machine and on
your computer keyboard at work. Secretly, they attach them-
selves to your hands when you push a shopping cart at the store.
The little pests will even attach themselves to your children's
hands when they romp on playground equipment." So warns
materials sent to the press by a maker of hand-sanitizing gels.

Titled "99 Places Where You Need to Watch Out for Germs,"
it is lOO percent intimidating. Who could possiblykeep an eye
on all99? More surreptitiouslythe material perpetuates afun-
damental misconception about germs. The idea of watching
for and banishing creatures that are literally everywhere is

patently preposterous.
The adult human body

contains an estimated 100 ilil-
lion cells, points outmicrobi-
ologist Lynn Bry an assistant
professor at Harvard Medical
School. But only 10 percent of
those cells actually belong to
us! The rest are-are you ready
for this?-germs. Most are
bacteria that live in the diges-
tive tract and help you break
down food and secure nutri-
ents as they protect you from
the minority of disease-
causingbuggroups.

"If you were germ-free this
moment," says Bry "you'd be
dead within two weeks."
Microbes livinginthe gut, for
example, make vitamin K,
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