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How can we fix problems with fear? These are some of the classic methods, not the newer therapies and drugs of the last 20 years. The angels on Christmas and on Easter said, and Pope John Paul opened his book, with the words " Fear not." OK, good advice. How?


Later we will go over formal classifications of fear disorders. Each of the major fear-related psychopathologies ( like phobias, PTSD, panic disorder) has its own set of literature, methodology, and treatments. In this short lecture, I would like to discuss the straightforward general means for coping with fear, particularly subclinical fear. By subclinical we mean under (sub) the level of requiring formal treatment (clinical). 
Rogers and Hammerstein (my fear experts of preference, recall the song from South Pacific I quoted the lecture on learning to fear.) in The King and I have the clearest and broadest imaginable solution to fear. 
     “ Whenever I feel afraid, I hold me head erect, and whistle a happy tune, so no one will suspect, I'm afraid.” 
  The song goes on to describe various symptoms of fear- like quivering in my shoes. But the basic prescription for coping is postural and musical. 
     Holding one's head up, that is acting physically as if not afraid, reversing the typical fear posture, invokes James-Lange. You feel less afraid when you act unafraid. It is not just a matter of fooling others, in a sense you are fooling yourself. I would caution that in many cases you are afraid for good reason, and expressing fear is appropriate. And in other cases, like during an attempted mugging, a false portrayal of confidence may be helpful. Afraid of spiders? Launch into a fake Jackie Chan Kung-Fu routine. OK spider, I'm going to flip you, karate chop you, HA, YAH! Chop chop. Sounds silly, right? But how often in sports do we “psyche” ourselves with false confidence- diving boards, ski runs, rock climbing? 
     The second tip from Anna in the King and I is whistling a happy tune. This is really not so different from holding one's head up. It adds an element of choice. Holding one's head with confidence is simply reversing the fearful response of putting one's head down. The posture is reversing the fear response. Whistling a happy tune is really finding something else to do, something that is not the opposite of fear, but incompatible with it. An alternative is different from an opposite, and has more options. Nothing unique about whistling- so could sing, you could do a little soft shoe shuffle, you could practice Korean finger counting. OK, whistling does have the advantage of breaking up the high respiration rate of fear, it introduces thinking about the words of the song to replace the internal dialog concerning the fear, it evokes (if it IS a happy tune) a whole raft of visual and auditory images, and it actually takes advantage of facial tension. As a life-long whistler, I do not mean to minimize it. Effective coping with fear means countering the fear response with opposite and competing behavior. And it sure helps if you are competent at the behavior you choose. 
      A major component of fear is lack of control. This is why fire, aliens, darkness, aggression, and mental illness are features of much terror. SO if we want to counter the fear response, we need to engage in behavior in which we have control. The coping response needs to restore the homeostatic balance of operating in a world where you know what the deal is, what you can do that is effective. Major injury- blood everywhere. Scares the heck out of you. One great coping response is to call EMTs or the hospital. Soon you are back in the position of answering questions, and making choices. While you wait for the ambulance, you reassure yourself and the injured that soon you will be back in control. 
     Another response is to put on an air of confidence- after all you took CPR in 8th grade, you know what shock is, you can't fix the protruding bone, but you can stabilize the patient, and put enough pressure on the artery to stop the bleeding. The confidence in what you CAN do is good for you and the patient. Talking through what you know is right is good for you both, and helps remind you of other things you know, like calling for help, treating for shock, loosening the tourniquet every five minutes, etc. 
Fears are all different because we have incredible learning ability in a complex environment. For all the commonality in our fears, we each learn a different set of exaggerated fears in our individual experience. All fear is normal in the sense. “Weird” or “bizarre” fears are understandable and expected. The question is whether the way to cope with fears out of proportion to their risk is to treat them as psychopathology and eliminate them, or treat them as natural variations that are not preferred. In the latter case our strategy is not to eliminate fear responses, but to teach ourselves alternate responses which we can then choose to employ. In that case, fear becomes a choice rather than a reaction. 
     The literature is filled with cases of bravery in the most horrific circumstances, and after the danger has passed or been conquered the hero collapses in terror. The hero makes a choice over fear to respond with bravery for his or her own good or for someone else's benefit. The fear response is not negated, it is delayed. 
    So development of alternative responses is a general time-honored approach. It is also one employed by the military in treating combat shock. The soldier is reminded, retaught, rested briefly, and put right back in the fearful situation, with added resources for successful coping. 
    The classic successful psychotherapeutic model is similar, based on Watson's (and Pavlov's) classical conditioning. It begins with an alternate to the fear response, specifically a relaxation response- voluntary reduction of muscle tone and slower breathing. Then a small amount of the fear stimulus- a drawing of a spider posted on the wall across the room- is presented, while the person practices the relaxation response. The process is the old habituation learning- that is, not responding to a repeated stimulus. Or you can call habituation by the term desensitization, which they do. Because the stimulus is steadily increased in size and proximity, they have coined the term “systematic desensitization”. Albert Ellis is the father and leader in this field, and his highly successful Albert Ellis Institute has a fine web site. ( I had the pleasure of being Albert Ellis one day when he left his name tag on a chair at a lecture. I picked it up and wore it. My colleagues were greatly amused because we view systematic desensitization as a kind of parlor trick. It works fine with fears that are not functional. That is desensitizing old fears that are just old habits, learned in childhood or based on one or two unusual experiences- like little Albert's fear of fur. 
    However, many fears are quite rational and you should cope with them without losing them. The operant view is that while fears may be superstitious, they are often functional- either directly (like fearing cobras while in India) or through secondary gain- social attention for the fear (like fearing cobras in Hartford CT). The key for functional fears is to reduce the emotional component to a level that effective coping and problems solving can occur, and so that the fear is not generalized to 24 hours a day. Even professional actors speak of being nervous about appearing on stage or speaking in public. Typically they are nervous before and sometimes after a performance, but cool as cucumbers while on stage. Their fear is not gone, it is properly moderated. 
    Besides whistling and systematic desensitization, a third general method of coping with fear is the psychoanalytic approach. Generally proper psychoanalysis of a problem requires a huge commitment of time and energy to reveal the underlying childhood experience which produces the anxiety, due to conflict between the individual desire of self gratification, and society's needs, which are internalized in the person. Full blown psychoanalysis is controversial still, and out of vogue. And half-baked psychoanalysis, usually in the form of short-term psychotherapy is sometimes effective, especially if the fear is not functional- that not rational or effective at producing advantage for the fearful one. Anyone interested in professional psychotherapy (like a PhD or PsyD program) or in current life change (therapy for themself) will want to check this out in Barlow and other sources. 
    What I think is most valuable and pertinent from Freud's description of anxiety is that it is on the one hand understandable in terms of experience that leads to exaggeration of genuine fear events, and on the other hand it shows fears as being functional and sensible much of the time for a given individual's experience. 
Are boys afraid someone will cut off their penises (castration complex) because they have seen girls who have no penises? Are girls especially afraid of their mothers who have found out of the girls' lust for their father? These do not seem like typical believable explanations to most of us. 
    However, Freud armed us with a quiver of defense mechanisms, and while most of us stumble into these, we can also call them up. 
    For example, the first great defense if deny. If you are afraid of flying, just tell yourself that the plane isn't actually flying. Sounds goofy, but we are experts at denial. Denial is a primitive defense, and often dangerous, but surprisingly effective. Like repression, it is considered an immature- that is not likely to be fully effective- defense. Repression is when you refuse to discuss or consider the subject. My favorite place to see classic Freudian defenses, both immature and mature ones, is in George Vaillant's book Adaptation to Life, in which he presents case studies of successful a people and how they cope with life's imperfections and personal challenges. 
    The production of the fear response is as complicated as the fear response itself is basically simple. We should never depend on one, two, or three means of fixing it when it is out of line. We should have as many ways as possible to minimize, circumvent, utilize, and recruit it. The greatest success is achieved, in my observation, when the person has a choice and when they feel like they have some measure of control. In contrast, nothing is worst than no choice and matters completely out of your control. Often these two variables- control and choice- areas much as matter of perception as reality, and hence fear is often subject to shifts of perception of choice and control, without extensive analysis or training.
