Lecture 13  Future Fear                 Rick Rayfield
  Fear comes in so many flavors and levels.  At its most basic we see raw biology at work in the form of adrenaline and corticosteroids, reflexes, and other behaviors and emotional responses which protect us from danger by avoidance or escape.  At its highest level of conceptual processing, we are afraid of very esoteric and complicated concepts on our environment.  Some of the these complicated stimuli are very real physically, such as global warming, even if debatable. Some of them are very supernatural, spiritual, altruistic, and difficult to define.  Ghosts and spirits are near this category.  But general fear and anxiety of an unfriendly world, or fear that Nature is angry at Mankind are examples.  The term Angst is used in theology mostly to describe the feelings of incompetence and worry that we are not connected to our world, both physically and spiritually.  Angst is a sort of anxiety for educated people who can worry at high levels.  The first sociologist, Emile Durkheim, used the French term anomie, similar to alienation, for people who felt they were not connected or fitting in with the culture.  For this we can go back to Federal Fear and Foreign Fear  (I do not belong to my group, my group does not belong to me.  I am an outcast, I am a stranger.  Nobody understands me.)   Fear for the future of the planet or human species, whether wars, environment,  plagues of antibiotic-resistant bacteria, or endangered species- like polar bears and whales.  Fear that the sun will burn out (in several million years).  Fear that some other religious or national group will have a high birth rate and turn us into a minority. All these global long-range fears require fairly levels of conceptualization of our place on Earth, in the natural world,  among the cultures of mankind.
  Note that a high ethical standard can be applied to many of these fears, as we anticipate for our children’s children what we will leave them for a national debt, for polluted and depleted resources, and the variety of life on Earth. We can take a religious view of our stewardship of Creation, and the long term consequences of our current choices.

   That religious fear can rise to the level of anticipating God’s wrath as he or she again destroys us for our foolishness and mistreatment of each other, him/her, and the world.  A flood like Noah’s has been promised again,  or perhaps “No more water, but fire next time.” as the old song says.  The concept of a Last Judgment, or a rapture- a more recent manifestation of fear that God will come to judge the quick and the dead with wrath rather than mercy.  Most theologians reject the “rapture” but it has been a popular concept because it taps into our fear of the future,  the great unknown.  The idea of the rapture grew quickly after World War I in which death and destruction- killing over one third of the young men in England for example- signaled that mankind would destroy the world if God did not.

     After the development of the atomic bomb, and its more powerful successor, the hydrogen or thermonuclear bomb in the 1950s, the  Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists  published a clock in the upper corner on the front cover, showing midnight only minutes away, to stress the likelihood of nuclear war putting an end to civilization.   As the Cold War warmed and cooled, and the Soviet Union collapsed, we worried that the Soviet bombs would fall into terrorists hands. But disarmament by economics and treaties did not allay our fears of nuclear war. Even a small nuclear war was suspected to throw up so much dust that sunlight would not warm the earth or keep plant life growing.  This “Nuclear Winter” was thought to be as devastating as the explosions and radioactivity of the bombs themselves. In large part it was pinned on people having a sophisticated understanding of photosynthesis and the food chain.  High level fear of possible future scenarios.  I understand that the computer models for a nuclear winter are now viewed as inaccurate and that we are mostly back to worrying about the destruction and radioactivity, and the unleashing of the nuclear genie as bombs continue to fly.  It does not help to know that atomic bombs have been built compactly enough to be fired from a cannon, a large artillery shell,  in addition to bombs, Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles (ICBMs) from silos in the Midwest and submarines,  and cruise missiles launched from small ships and planes.
    Prof Higgins, in My Fair Lady, endeavors to teach proper English  to Eliza Doolittle, and in the process asks “Why can the English teach their children how to speak?”  He rattles off the many countries where proper speech is taught, including the Hebrews who “ read it backwards which is positively frightening.”  What will become of our culture?  It is frightening.
  What will become of our children,  our grandchildren?  What will happen to our little town, as the city grows larger? What will happen to our music,  our traditions, our rules for living, our recipes, our chest of photos of grandma and grandpa?  What use will my degree be in an uncertain future?  Here we are again- lack of control.  If we feel the future is uncertain, then we fear it.  Fear is the inadequate emotion we have for dealing with the unknown, just as jealousy is an inadequate emotion for dealing  with an threatened relationship.  Whether the threats are real or not,  if we can imagine them, and if that imagination is that we cannot control them, we will feel a form of fear, jealousy, anxiety, anger, or worry. 

    Our movie makers have helped us imagine things unreal.  Our story-tellers have told us tales of ghosts and hell, and angels and heaven.  Our parents have hugged us and rocked us and told us not to worry.  Well, that’s a good way to make sure that when a kid is old enough to see that their parents are wrong, they leave home in search of truth.  This recognition that parents cannot protect us from what we fear may be a major feature in dispersal of the species- an important biological function.

 Let me end this last lecture, this talk about future fear, with a few words about vision quests.  A vision quest can come in many forms, but the most commonly known are the vision quests in Native American cultures.  A young person typically matures enough to be granted permission to leave the tribe and seek a vision in the wilderness, usually as part of a journey.  The quest is therefore both a trip and a change in awareness.  Usually it is solitary, like a knight in a vigil over his armor in a chapel,  or traveling like Don Quixote on a crusade.  Most Native American vision questions have an emphasis on meditation and inner awareness.  It is an opportunity to examine one’s self concepts apart from the support structures of the community, to see what you have really internalized.  Some good, some bad-  like what makes you anxious.  Very striking is the sense of aloneness and not knowing what lies ahead- either physically on the journey- food and shelter-  but also whether one will be mature and adequate to cope with the world.
  My vision quest- in retrospect- was a 1400 mile bicycle trip I undertook with $90 in my pocket, before the days of credit cards.  I rode about 100 miles a day, around Lakes Michigan and Huron,  alone, not knowing where I would eat that day, find water, or sleep that night.  I had resources- bike, tools, clothing-  and I was in my own country (and Canada).  I became very sensitive to differences in what would normally be seen the same- the different kinds of blacktop roads, bananas, mailboxes.  And I started to see things I thought of as different as the same- a warm or cold day, rain or not, pain in my legs and shoulders.  Out of my usual environment,  I shifted the organization of concepts of what is important in day to day life.  Most important things stayed important- this was not a revolution.  But it was revelation of many things I knew, and some I did not. Very importantly for me and many vision questers, I learned to cope with my fear of the future.  There would be food.  There would be a place to sleep.  There would be a phone. The dark is the same every night- it’s safe mostly.  The road traffic is the same but manageable every day- it’s dangerous mostly.  I cannot promise you that a vision quest will help you with your future fear, or other fears that need to be put into proper perspective, rationalized as it were, in proper ratio.  You should be aware that it is a rite or passage in some cultures, and a useful tool in many forms for learning to cope with high level fears.
  Fear can protect us.  Fear can paralyse us.  So can hate, love, and other emotions.  The more intelligent and adaptable we are,  the more experienced with the complexity of the world,  the wider the range of our ability to be fearful.  And to hate, and to love.  What we can imagine, we can prepare for, we can respond to, waking and dreaming.  If we experience the future, by living, we can get a feel for it, and recognize that the future can be embraced as well as feared.  It cannot be avoided.  The skeptical person will find that they can honestly believe either good or bad about the future and let their emotions follow as needed. In this I take the James.-Lange approach,  develop your sense of control, of mastery of your world, allowing your emotions to follow your behavior and your attention.  Then you can use your humble skepticism to allow a useful amount of fear to motivate your careful planning for safe exploration of the wide world before you. Reach out and embrace the future, with care.
