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Are you superstitious about the number 13?
You're not alone

There is no Gate B13 at O'Hare Airport Terminal in Chicago, Illinois. Travelers who experience triskaidekapho bia, or fear of the number 13,
may be relieved! Photo: Wikimedia Commons.

Numbers can mean much more than just math homework. One number in particular makes

millions of people feel uneasy: 13. There is even a word for the fear of 13. It is

triskaidekaphobia. The word is pronounced TRIS-kie-de-ka-foe-be-a.

If 13 spooks you, you are not alone. Nearly 1 in 10 Americans fears the number. Because of that

reaction, many hotels and hospitals have no room 13. Eight out of 10 buildings have no 13th floor.

Some airplanes do not have a 13th row of seats.

Then, of course, there is Friday the 13th. It is the most feared day of all. Out of 100 Americans, 13

are scared of this day (no joke)! 

Friday the 13th happens at least once a year. In 2017, two Friday the 13ths haunt the calendar.

There will be two again next year. Many people refuse to do business, get married, fly, or even

work on this day. Their fears cost millions of dollars in lost business. 

By Calliope Magazine, adapted by Newsela staff on 10.12.17
Word Count 663
Level 630L



This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com.

Belief In Superstitions

Fearing the number 13 is an example of a superstition.

These are beliefs in the magical powers of a certain

action, idea or object. People who are afraid of 13

believe it has magical powers that bring bad luck.

Some superstitions supposedly bring good luck, too.

Knocking on wood and throwing coins into a well are

two examples. Some cultures even think 13 is lucky. In

China, Italy and India, the number is considered good

fortune. The Jewish culture thinks it brings good luck,

too. 

Superstitions are not based on facts. Still, with so

many people afraid of 13, there must be a reason,

right?

Looking For The Bad

Yes and no. Psychologists study the human mind, feelings and behaviors. They say people who fear

Friday the 13th are more likely to notice bad things that happen that day. They do not pay

attention to anything good. This is called "confirmation bias." Psychologists have known about it

for a long time. 

The same goes for people who think 13 is unlucky. They notice whenever it pops up in a worrisome

way. There may be other numbers around, too, but they are ignored.

For example, people who fear 13 point to the Apollo 13 lunar mission. The spacecraft was bound

for the moon in 1970. On its way, it suffered an explosion on board. People blamed the accident on

its number and the time it blasted off: 13:13 in military time. (That is 1:13 pm on an ordinary

clock.) Still, all three astronauts survived. The mission that came before it had a much sadder

outcome. Apollo 12 caught fire while on the launch pad. All three men inside died. This seems

much more unlucky than what happened to Apollo 13 later.

Human Need To Explain Things

Superstitions exist because of our need to explain what we do not understand. As humans, we

want to feel control over our fate. We want to have power over what happens to us. No one likes

bad luck. Still, thinking we can predict it makes us feel a little more comfortable.

Triskaidekaphobia has been around a long time. Some experts think it began thousands of years

ago in Babylon, an ancient city. Others believe the superstition has its roots in Christianity. Fear of

Friday the 13th is relatively new, though. The first reference to it as a dreaded day appeared in

1913. 

Let's face it: Bad things can happen any day. But if they happen on Friday the 13th and you believe

it is unlucky, then it is a day you are sure to remember.
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