Lecture 11 Flying and Phobias 








Rick Rayfield
The list of phobias is very long, and you can have weak fun memorizing the many long Latin names. We CAN be afraid of anything, and some of us are. Why then are some phobias common, especially flying?
  We seem to develop a sense of a visual cliff at a few months of age, and without any experience.  This is demonstrated with a large glass table top, with a checkered floor visible through half of it, and half of it with a surface right under the glass, on which we place the baby.  A baby with a sense of a visual cliff crawls along the table top, but stops and does not cross when it gets to the half which has the floor visible below. The baby often cries, acts distressed or frightened.  We do not know which depth perception tools (we have many) exactly the baby is using to detect the  distant floor.   But we see it happen.  Even with many babies who cannot yet crawl, we get a distress reaction when we place them on the floor-below section of the table.

  If humans developed from arborial (tree-living) apes, then you can see the advantage of detecting a place to all, and avoiding it.  What wires up the visual system so readily to the limbic system that seems involved in the emotional behavior? Is it historical, or common sense, or related to some other reflex?

  We do know that this fear of being at risk for falling is very robust, very common in people of all ages, cultures, other mammals etc.  I had a race horse once who would not proceed up a road that crested and then dropped down to the valley. Coming up that road looks like it ends and drop off the earth- just the angle of it, lack of anything in the distance etc.  Big old sort of cranky thorobred, afraid the world’s edge is a quarter mile away.  I could not even lead him that last quarter mile. Not going there.

   The fact is falling kills us a lot.  My family doctor lost his wife when she died tripping down the back steps of their home, leaving three school age sons.  People all off of bikes, hit the head on the cement and die.  Older people on the sidewalk or in their kitchens, and break their hips, and often spiral downward healthwise to death- often due to other causes but clearly related to the decline that began with the fall.  Household falls, especially on stairs, are major killers.  Mostly from hitting our heads, or breaking our necks. Break the neck, break the spinal cord, no sensation or motor control, it gets bad and you may die later or sooner.  How long did Christopher Reeve last, four or five years?  But that fall off a horse ended up killing him.   (Oh he did great things in that time, but I bet he’d rather be alive.)

  So, I think we have a major fear of falling.  We see it with the visual cliff experiments, and we see it when we drop (and catch) and baby.  We get good at walking, and we overcome some of our fear of falling.  But it is still there.

  What happens when an airplane crashes?  It falls. I know, lots of airplane accidents happen on the ground, but what we imagine is the plane falling out of the sky.  The same as climbing up a ladder, terrified,  or looking off a cliff, terrified.  We are afraid of falling.  Our body and brain are saying, get me out of this danger.

  Some facts- in the last twenty years, commercial aircraft have killed an average of about 100 people per year.  Per mile traveled, this is way way below the death rate for cars. And in those 300 or so airline accidents, over 1000 people per year survive the accident.  In short the airlines have a better accident rate, better survival rate, and better death rate than the car you drive every day.  

  Why are so many people afraid of flying then?  You maybe?  Two reasons.  It’s falling, we are afraid of falling, raw basic fear.  And… the airlines don’t let us drive the plane, we are out of control.  Even though we are not trained as pilots, and have no desire to fly the plane, we nonetheless detect that we are out of control in this situation.  It is dangerous to be high, risk of falling, that’s how we view the airplane or jet.  And we have no control.  Third reason, we are not a little high, we are very high, and going very fast, and we have seen horrific photos of plane crashes.

   Now I was lucky to have a wise grandfather who wished to impress the dangers of automobiles on his two teen-aged sons.  They were only a few years older than me, second family for my grandparents after World War II.  I was along on their summer fishing trip to Canada, my first trip away from home. Back then Canada was three day drive from Chicago.  I had been impressed at my grandfather’s attention to boat safety during our ten days of fishing.   After supper on the second day heading home, my grandfather marched us not to his car, with the boat on the trailor, but around the corner behind the restaurant.  And there for us to behold was the remains of a car that had been in a horrible accident.  There was dried blood, twisted metal, evidence of the jaws-of-life tearing the crumbled vehicle open.  My younger uncle asked my grandfather if the driver had been killed.  Yes, he said, the broken steering wheel punctured his lung.  I took a deep breath.  I did not want to know how grandpa knew that, if he said it, he had learned it from a reliable source. I do not think that lesson was meant for me at age ten, but rather it was meant for my 13 and 16 year old uncles.  I got the message though.  I did not own my first car until I was 27 years old- I got around on my bicycle and public transportation.   I was not afraid of cars, just not in a hurry to be in a car accident. 

  Same thing with cigarettes. Father Hugh at St Bede Academy showed us photos of lung tissue from smokers and nonsmokers.  I knew enough biology to know I wanted the nonsmoker’s lungs.  The smoker’s lungs looked like a place crashed, twisted and charred.

   Sometimes a taste of reality teaches a lesson that books do not. I was lucky to learn from these lessons.  Despite over 460,000 accident-free miles on my last two cars, I still get a heart-pounding whenever I drift onto the rumble-strip on the side of the road.

  To be afraid of flying commercial aircraft, which are far safer than cars is irrational. It is real and we have to cope with it. One way it is learn about how planes fly, with books or models, and get a sense of how a powerless plane can still be glided to a landing.  Bob Buck’s memoir North Star Over My Shoulder teaches you so much about how the airplane works, not so much mechanically, instead all the methods used by pilots, and crew, and ground control to make that place operate safely.  Reading Bob’s book, you understand that this thing is very well controlled, and you understand WHY it has a better safety record than the automobile. It is packed with great yarns- he was chief pilot for TWA, spent World War II flying in and out of thunderstorms doing research to make planes safe to fly in bad weather, and at Howard Hughes request he flew around the world with famous actor Tyrone Power.

  Another way to cope with fear of flying is to get involved in the control. Learn everything you can about the plane, escape routes, landing positions, how the emergency doors operate. Learn what information would be passed to the passengers as a matter of policy and when, That way in rough weather, when the wings are bobbing up and down, and your stomach wants to turn inside out, you will not be wondering if the pilot is not telling you that trouble has arrived.  And read a bit about how much amazing punishment a commercial airliner can take form a storm without losing its wings.  Comb the news-  you won’t find a single story of the wings being pulled off by a storm. OK, roof torn off of a fuselage yes, but not wings unless they hit something.

 I do not pretend to have answers, just advice. There are psychologists whose whole professional practice is working with fear of flying.  My dad smoked two packs a day and died at age 61 of lung cancer.  If someone has direct experience with an flying accident, you have a different beast from someone whose fear is based on reading the Inquirer.

  Erica Jong titled her best selling novel, Fear of Flying, and it is still a great book I think.  The fear of flying she refers to is sexual promiscuity, but the analogy is brilliant.  We have dreams of flying, we admire the birds soaring in the wind, darting through the woods.  But  when given the opportunity, we reach for an air sickness bag. (OK motion sickness and fear of flying are not the same, but I bet a lot of the tummies are tight because of fear not motion).  Erica draws the analogy to people whose libido makes them want to have sexual intimacy easily, comfortably, without guilt. She coined the term “zipless fuck” to express the possibility of  pleasurable sex without even the hinderance of zippers and buttons, much less society’s internalized ethics, bad breath, liars, and crabs. I won’t spoil the book, I’ll just say it was not easy to do this,  and frankly even trying to do it was terrifying,  that is trying to “fly” sexually was nearly impossible it provoked so much fear.  Similar issues were raised.  The horror of failure- botched relationship with flying partner, botched relationship with the partner you cheated on, “disappointment” of parents, your own guilt, and going to burn in hell,  and toss in venereal disease. These are the plane crash photos.   And then there is the loss of control- this is not the territory you know anything about, except you are well aware that in that territory you often get out of control, and you have seen lots of people’s lives spin out of control when an inappropriate relationship pilots their life into disaster.

  Regardless of the unlikelihood, like being hit by lightning,  when the stakes are high and we do not understand or control (does lightning strike up or down?), we are filled with fear.

  Some fears and phobias are learned from experience, and rightly so.  Some snakes and spiders ARE poisonous.  You CAN get stuck or run out of air in constricted spaces.

   Some fears and phobias got learned by bad luck, and now you are stuck with that learned fear, even though rationally you know you are unlikely to get bit by another moose.

  Some fears and phobias are learned socially, and have no individual experiences except social approval.  Are you scared of Moray eels and sharks?  Never seen one in person, me neither (actually I have), BUT my uncle saw one and he heard that are man lost both his hands when a shark and a moray eel attached him at the same time…..  There are great books out there investigating the sources of “urban legends”.  These stories are wild but attested to by believable sources, etc.  And they are false.  I get them from friends on the internet every week, and I write back angrily and ask them to check their sources before spreading these lies.  They usually involve something that will hurt you if you do not watch out, and be sure to thank the sender for saving your life. Well-intentioned, but stupid.

 Some fears and phobias are fads.  The news has a case, or there is a movie wherein  a character has a phobia.  Suddenly THAT phobia shows up in clinics in huge numbers.  And it is not just because of public awareness.  It is hypochondria and psychosomatic.  Psychologists have tracked these phobia fads.  They distract us from real problems, and for the individual these phobias may be masking problems that need attention.

  For each phobia there are books and experts and a body of literature.   A few years ago, there was an article on people who feared one of their own arms or legs and  who successfully convinced doctors to remove these otherwise healthy limbs.  The story was interesting, with a lot of emphasis on these people’s identities which did not include these unwanted arms and legs.  They said they felt these arms and legs were not theirs.  The author was deeply concerned that even by writing about this phenomenon, people would read it and get the phobia themselves.  Maybe it is just better not to talk and write about it, thereby encouraging it, he wrote. Hmm.

  In our clinical when I was in grad school, we felt that a phobia had some function or purpose, else the normal environment would have desensitized it.  Many phobias had plain old social reinforcement. Something to talk about, get sympathy, not have to work ,etc. The really interesting phobias were metaphors though.  Fearing spiders, which appear mostly in late summer and fall, because that’s when your husband desserts you to go back to work as dean of the college, and you have to go back to the “job” of faculty wife- teas and committees.   Her phobia was cured when she enrolled in courses (free to faculty wives) that interested her, filling her schedule so she had a good excuse to skip the teas and committees.   The timing of the school year coinciding with spiders, and she identified the web that wraps you up (teas and committees) as more frightful than the spiders themselves which could be seen and avoided.  If phobias can be metaphorical, then no matter what the name of the phobia,  the critic issue is no what you are afraid of.  The critical issue is the function of the phobia in your life, why does it work, and does its “type” symbolize anything for you that makes sense for this function.

  Being afraid of the thunder can be because you saw a tree knocked down by lightning.  Or it could be because it is loud and low like when your father yells before he knocks your mother around. Thunder happens during a storm, and you need to hide under the bed or in the closet from the thunder.  Why? Maybe because mother was not the only person who got hit.  You may know this consciously, or you may have dissociated your loving handsome dad from those few occasions when he was angry drunk or both. Hopefully it was a temporary problem.  With phobias as with other psychological problems, we often have to listen creatively, as if the patient is a beat poet, and understand the metaphor of their language, their description.  Sure, you think it is the patient’s job to  explain things to you.  With kids though, you provide dolls and crayons to give them an outlet. With adults we can provide tests etc,  but sometimes an ear for the person’s metaphor will tell you a lot.  Intelligence is not protection from psychological problems, it might make them more likely.  SO bizarre speech and fears (phobias) should be listened to in an attempt to understand their true meaning for the person.  Therapy consists of helping them get what the phobia provides by less disruptive means. 

  It’s the function of the phobia that counts for helping,  not its shape or appearance.  How does it work for the person? What is the sense of the phobia?  Then can treat it instead of just trying to desensitize it.  If you desensitize a functional phobia, if you take away their metaphor, then they will have to replace it with something else that works to get the same outcome.  Freud called this symptom substitution, and it was his basis for saying you must treat the cause not the symptoms.  Our modern twist on Freud is that the cause is the reinforcer that keeps the phobia going.  Is this primary and secondary gain? Yeah- that too, different language for similar analysis.  So three people with agoraphobia likely have it for completely different reasons.  Psychology can be more complicated than medical diseases, and it is.  SO now, how about fear of flying again.  My earlier analysis may cover some, even a lot, of cases.  But there are an infinite number of ways that being afraid of flying might pay off for someone.

  And we did not even talk about different intensities of the fear of flying experience. And we did not talk about the airlines providing alcohol so people can self-medicate. And we did not talk about fear of flying hang gliders, or small planes.  Lots to fear.

