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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. | BY CARLIN FLORA | PHOTOGRAPHS BY FREDRIK BRODEN
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ARECENT TyraBanks
Show, a young moth-
er publicly confided
she was terrified that
her apartment could
be harmingher toddler son—because it wasn’t perfectly clean.
Banks sent a microbiologist to the home to test for germs. Sure
enough, the place was filled with them! “Are you surprised the
bathtub wasthe dirtiest part of the house?” Banks asked. “Yes,”
the woman answered, hervoice quaveringand her eyes welling
with tears, “I clean it with bleach.”

Banksleaned in: “Butdoyou cleanitafter every shower? Do
youreally scrub it?”

“Well,” the woman confessed, “I have a 2-year-old. I don’t
always have time.”

Such chagrinis nosurprise to writer Katherine Ashenburg,
who heard cleanliness confessions throughout arecent tour pro-
moting her book The Dirt on Clean: An Unsanitized History. “I
don’t shower every day,” people sheepishly whispered to her,
asthough it were a grave confession. That experience only rein-
forced her belief that “we are obsessed with cleanliness” to
“apointofabsurdity. Today there seems to be noresting place,
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 early Egyptians 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
of cleanliness have steadily ratcheted up.

Now, nearly a decade into the twenty-first century, we are
convulsed by full-on germophobia and personal hygiene mania.
Office supply stores sell germ-resistant highlighters and scis-
sors. Tenyears ago hand-sanitizing gels could be found only in
hospitals. Now they’re flying off the shelves of every 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. Buta closer
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look suggests that we feel a deep distrust of our bodies and pro-
found pessimism about human nature: The backyardis a hotbed
of creepy crawlies, my body is brimming with 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 environment we perceive as hos-
tile—a futile act that gives a whole new meaning to germ war-
fare. Our battles against what is by far the largest population of
living things 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 of germs on the planet. With-
outbugs we wouldn’t be drawing breath.

Because we seem never to 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
overprotecting children can keep them from developing cop-
ingskills, sanitizing ourselves may be undermining the 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
“THEY’RE LYING IN wait for you at the ATM machine and on
your computer keyboard at work. Secretly, they attach them-
selvestoyour hands whenyou push ashopping 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,”
itis100 percentintimidating. Who could possibly keep an eye
onall 992 More surreptitiously the material perpetuates a fun-
damental misconception about germs. The idea of watching
for and banishing creatures that are literally everywhere is

— patently preposterous.
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“If youwere germ-free this
moment,” says Bry, “you’d be
dead within two weeks.”
Microbesliving in the gut, for
example, make vitamin K,






essential to the proper clotting of blood. “We have an irra-
tional fear of germs and dirt,” she contends. “And in the grand
scheme of things, the very oxygen we breathe is a byproduct
of blue-green algae”—scum—*“that evolved millions of
years ago.”

Our internal flora may even be able to cure some of our
most perplexing diseases. A molecule naturally produced in
the gut completely eliminates the symptoms of inflamma-
tory bowel disease in animals, researchers recently reported
in Nature. Human trials of the substance are in the works.

“I fully advocate appropriate hygiene and cleanliness,”
says Bry. “Don’t suck on your fingers after you cut open a
chicken. Butyou don’t need to scrub yourselfuntil you’re sore.”

On her press tour, Ashenburg suggested to audiences that
we really don’t need to wash above the wrists very often. She
was scolded by her listeners. But if you’re looking for a way to
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prevent illness, nothing beats regular
hand washing with hot water and plain
old soap (see sidebar on next page). So
says the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention, the nation’s—and perhaps
the world’s—highest authority on infec-
tious diseases.

Wiping Away Anxiety

WHY, THEN, DO we see all germs as evil?
Itcould be thatbeing the most sparkling
personaround confers moral superiority,
offers psychologist Robert Leahy, direc-
tor of The American Institute for Cogni-
tive Therapy in New York and author of
The Worry Cure.

But what Leahy really sees in those
preoccupied with cleaning is an excess
of anxiety. Cleaning is the “go to” activity
for the anxious. That explains its popu-
larity with those on the extreme end of
the anxiety scale, those suffering from
obsessive-compulsive disorder; it clas-
sically manifests as excessive, ritualis-
tic hand-washing. People resort to it in
afutile attempt to calm themselves sim-
ply because it’s there, Leahy says. Given
the ubiquity of indoor plumbing, it’s an
activity everyone has access to. And from
an early age we're taught that washingis
a good thing. The physical act of clean-
ing is a compelling stand-in for getting
rid of unwanted thoughts and feelings.

The problem is, it doesn’t work—or
not for long. Anxious people think that
intrusive thoughts about, say, the need
to wash the kitchen counter for the
third time must be obeyed or they will
grow more insistent. “If I don’t get rid
of the anxiety now, it’s going to get
worse,” Leahy says. But giving into that voice is what makes
it stronger. Ignoring it weakens it—once the person comes
to see that nothing terrible actually happens when an urge
is resisted.

Normal life ipso facto involves risk and uncertainty,
even occasional regrets, says Leahy. But the anxious seek to
avoid all risk, uncertainty, and regret by doing all they can
to keep bad things from happening. Risk misperception is at
theroot of their disorder. They distort real probabilities. The
chances of dying from a severe case of salmonella are far low-
er than the chances of dying from obesity-related causes.
“Butno one runs away screaming from a Big Mac,” says Leahy.
We do, however, watch in horror reports of the latest bacte-
rial breakout.

Real lifeis abalancing act of competingrisks, adds Leahy.
There is a risk of getting an infection if you don’t clean, but
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