Lecture 8 Foreign Fear 










Rick Rayfield
We fear what we do not know, understand, or can control. So foreign things are often feared, deeply and broadly, with personal angst and social mobbing. American fries. Dirty commies. Aliens from outer space. Sharks. Viruses, both kinds.

Another ironic verse from Rogers and Hammerstein’s 1949 Pulitzer-prize winning South Pacific , another verse from the song quoted a few lectures back:

   You have got to be taught to be afraid

   Of people whose eyes are differently made ,

  Of people who skin is a different shade,

  You’ve got to be carefully taught.

   As modern civilization developed, it became necessary to decrease territorial war between neighboring groups, and have these groups band together to form new, larger units of community.  This freed the people from the cost of warfare, and built social unit big enough to provide economic and artistic specialization.  This is the basis for the birth of nations.  It is seen mostly clearly, thanks to written documentation by historians of the time, in the development of Greece, and the blooming of Greek civilization, drama, and of course democracy, where individual rights and energy are balanced with the needs and progress of the larger social unit.

  In the early days of the rise of the Greek nation, dozens of villages and ethnic groups had different speaking dialects, foods, clothing, sporting activities, and legends.  There was always the fear that neighboring groups,  wanting food or other resources, would resort to aggression, or other any other means to unfairly take them away.  Agricultural produce and livestock could fall prey to invaders or raiders.  Worse was the ubiquitous legend of young people falling in love across cultural boundaries ( for us it is Romeo and Juliette, the Fantastiks - the longest running show on Broadway, or something like that-, Princess Bride, and Shrek.  Your very own family could sell you out to the enemy under the guise of love. 

   Socrates and Aristotle have left us the pinnacle of the debate that raged through the Greek peninsula, about whether rule by democracy was superior to rule by a good king or by a benevolent aristocracy (hoi polloi in Greek).  The education system that developed, combined with a trade system, gave rise to a wide opinion that war was unreasonably costly and that a peaceful federation of city-states was a sound experiment.  Generally it worked, in part because federated city-states also would then win any war against a city-state that tried the old aggressive way.  The bundle of sticks, called a fascia, now used to describe Fascism- majority rule without regard for minority right- and bundles of connective tissue in the body, wrapped together, is found today on our coins with the phrase e pluribus unum, “ from many- one”, and is seconded by the motto “ United We Stand, Divided We Fall.”

  Of course the reason this interests us is that a major hurdle to the development of this social cooperation was the fear and disdain between groups.  We don’t want OUR culture to be lost in the mix.  We don’t want to share OUR resources with others- we won’t get a fair deal.  This flows naturally out of speciation- the development and separation of species in evolution.  To define two species, they need to reproduce only within their group, not across boundaries.  We differentiate us from them, and we fear that THEY would just as soon see us gone so they can have our stuff, and not worry about taking they stuff.  The emotionality grows and even seems stronger the more subtle the differences between groups.  Red Sox and Yankee fans, both baseball fans, can start a fight easily,  but New England Patriot fans (football) will drink and chat for hours with Mets fans (baseball).

   This fear of strangers, this xenophobia, is seen somewhat commonly in children, although it often seems more related to distrust of their security in their family. Strangers are better tolerated by children at home than out in public for example.  We protect our resources and our identity  by disliking and fearing, and even finding disgust for what is unfamiliar.  Mary Douglas, in her book Purity and Danger describes many cultures in which what is foreign is viewed as threatening, as unsafe, as profane, as dirty, as disgusting.  

   My favorite example ( not in Douglas)  is the disdain of middle class northerners in the US,  finding it very odd that lower class Southerners tend to have sexual intercourse with their clothes mostly on.  The Southerners with their pants on think it outright weird and even sacrilegious to take all your clothes off to make love.  Nudity like that is indecent. In our current educational and political environment, we see more and more attempts to defend cultural diversity.  We do it at the cost of stringent litmus-test demands for universal “family-values” which in fact seem to limit diversity to certain religious groups.  In response, other groups scream that such attempts to articulate common values are an imposition of religion or political correctness (coercion).  I have seen perfectly nice people say incredibly disparaging things about members of the own religion because of differences in worship practices, or theological beliefs. 

    For all the fighting between Christian groups, and between Moslem groups,  you would think that unity and federation were impossible.  And we tend to lump and lock people in.  How stupid to consider ANY state a red state or a blue state, any state catholic or Baptist.  This year you hear pronouncements that the democratic party is dead.  No more elections for you.  I remind you that when Bill Clinton moved in the White House twelve years ago, the Republican Party was said to be dead.  Four year late, Newt Gingrich led a Republic revolution to a majority.  Within three years he was hustled out of town, and the Democrats were back, even with Bill Clinton’s impeachment in the news.  

  The same thing has happened with gays.  Once they came out of the closet, people knew that the gays were not perverting children, destroying marriage, spreading disease (except among themselves), and taking over the town.  Churches and governments accepted gays, once gays were no longer strangers and foreigners, but were the guy who invented the Muppets,  stars like Rock Hudson, the head of the FBI J Edgar Hoover, and  Ronald Reagan’s son and Vice President Cheney’s daughter. We stopped fearing them so much.  Sure there is still lots of prejudice, just like in the civil rights movement.  Back then some people thought blacks would rape all the white women and vote in a black President, and some of those people are still racially prejudiced.  But I lived to see the Governor of Alabama George Wallace physically block as black student from entering a state college on TV, and a decade later he ran for President as a moderate democrat with the support of many black citizens and leaders.  He was confined to a wheelchair due to an assassination attempt, a victim of the prejudice on which he had turned his back.

  So politically, western civilization has an up and down record of fear and loathing for strange cultures.  Let me add a cultural/political East-West example and then a spiritual one.

   During the height of a new style of painting centering in France, called Impressionist, at the end of the 19th century,  world trade made French artists aware of Japanese painting and printmaking.  In part this was due to French colonization in Africa and Indochina (later Vietnam- remember the French were fighting the “communists” there when we took over- lots of great French cuisine in Saigon).  Because Japan and Indochina were far away, and no threat, their art and cuisine were accepted, indeed sought after in France at this time.  The famous painter Gauguin moved to the South Seas, Tahiti specifically, and his Polynesian impressionism hangs in all the world’s best museums.  Matisse and others were influenced by what was called Orientalism.  The key to interest and desire, rather than disgust and fear, was the lack of any threat- or so it seemed until World War II..

   In the USA, following the attack on Pearl Harbor by the Japanese, it seemed plausible that the communism of China would spread through southeast Asia, and threaten us again. During this period we hated and feared the Soviets, who had been our allies during World War II, but with whom we quarreled over dividing up Europe after the war. Since their government was communist, and many of our citizens in the US were Russian (and the other groups from the USSR, like East German, Polish, Lithuanian), we decided to fear their government rather than their people.  China had been an ally against Japan in World War II,  and when China had a revolution and ended up with a communist government, we decided that our old enemy Japan was all right- because we still controlled that, but that we needed to fear our old friend China, and so we blamed our fear on communism.  If you actually read your Bible and read Karl Marx, you will see that the principles of Marxism are quite Christian,  which is why the McCarthy hearings in the 1950s found lots of Americans interested in communism.  What we then ended up hating and fearing was not communism- which the USSR and China were NOT really anyway, but instead totalitarianism- rule by leaders instead of democracy.  But the general public just hated and feared “communists”.  So we persecuted them. And we built the biggest air force, army, and navy in the world, and thousands of nuclear bombs to be delivered by planes, submarines, and  ICBMs (InterContinental Ballistics Missiles).   And we decided to keep communism from spreading through Southeast Asia toward the USA (the Domino Theory) by taking a stand in VietNam.  The French controlled South VietNam, and were fighting the Chinese-supported VietNamese rebels, led by Ho Chi Minh, in the North VietNam who were trying to kick out the foreigners and re-unite their country.  Since we were building a mighty military machine, and had bases in Japan, Guam, and the Phillipines, the French gladly handed the Vietnam insurgency over to us.   

     When the USSR fell apart and Germany was reunited during the Reagan years, and Clinton was elected, we had a huge federal deficit.  (yes, it’s even worse now.)  A burden on the next generation- a generation which was going to be saddled with the baby boomers in retirement anyway. Congress and the nation argued for months about whether to take five or ten years to get back to a balanced budget.  Because the collapse of the USSR allowed us to cut way back on military spending,  the budget was balanced in THREE years, and we had the lowest unemployment in US history (not the predicted high employment from soldiers without work). Many economists believe we won the Cold War with the USSR by causing their economic collapse because they spent too much on their military trying to keep up with us.  In short, our economic system was better than theirs at building up to a military war which was not fought.

  But we were sure scared of them.  Every school kid in America knew how to hide under a desk from practicing.  We knew where the bomb shelters were.  We maybe helped stock a bomb shelter in our basement or backyard, and we were told NOT to tell anyone about our bomb shelter because they would come mooch our stuff if the bombs flew.  Not only would millions die, but we also figured a nuclear war would destroy the planet and insects would take over from humans. When the numbers indicated the planet would not be blown to bits, a nuclear winter theory was devised- the dust would blot the sunlight and the dark would kill the plants and we would all starve. Nice.  This was scary.  The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists was a journal with a clock on its cover. The editors and scientists- many involved with the original development of atomic and hydrogen bombs- told us they felt the world was only metaphorical minutes from midnight- nuclear holocaust.  I grew up with that clock, frequently mentioned in the news, never more than ten minutes from midnight.  After the collapse of the Soviet Union, we stopped hearing about the clock.  There were frequent whispers about China as the third superpower.  But China was technologically way behind, and economically hampered by a communist economic system that was no match for free market trade and capitalism.  China was a superpower because it had a huge army poised along  its border with the USSR.  Those two armies cost the USSR and China far more than a nuclear weapons program.  We lived in fear.  They lived in fear.  In one famous play and movie, Fail Safe, one of our planes accidently (technology glitch) drops a nuke on Moscow.  So our president, to avoid all-out war, has one of our planes drop a nuke on Washington DC.  Really- this was the tenor of the times.  Everyone was afraid.  And we did not really know what we were afraid of.  Communism was best described in the New Testament- loving and sharing with your neighbors. Commies were a made-up fear- the real fear was old-fashioned military concerns, economic competition for resources in the third world, and plain old fear of anything different.

     A second example in the 20th century of fear of foreign things being powerful is spiritual.  The growth of psychology from Freud clinically and Wundt, Pavlov, Watson, and Skinner in the laboratory, was in competition with religion.  Freud’s last two books were thin but readable books condemning religion (Future of an Illusion) and civilization (Civilization and its Discontents).  Skinner frequently pleaded with  his audiences to use behavioral principles to save the world.  Clinical psychology sought to help people with problems that had previously been brought to ministers- anxiety, guilt, depression, marital discord, etc.  When I was growing up I heard countless ministers in a number of churches complain about “those psychologists” in the same way I head about “those damned communists”.  Mostly I thought it was because psychologists were taking over the counseling that pastor’s had done.  Part of it was that Freud and other psychologists- like Kinsey- were delving into sexual and other “evil” behavior, and pronouncing it normal.  Imagine how most ministers and priests felt about the American Psychological Association voting to support a statement that homosexuality is not a disease or evil.  Psychology was the foreigner to the public and to religion.  And both lashed out against it, until the scientific validity and truth of many of psychology’s findings made the 1960s possible.  People read Freud, who said we have lots of sexual motivation, most of it repressed.  And they said to themselves, he’s got a point.  And Kinsey’s results that we actually BEHAVE sexually in lots of “evil” and “unnatural” ways, also struck a chord of truth.  A lot of stuff came out of the closet and out from under the carpet.  Maybe not into public view, but privately.  Women began breastfeeding again- reclaiming their sexualized breasts from the sermons against public lewdness.  People let childen sleep in the “family bed”, or at least admitted they had been doing it all along.  People admitted that clinical psychotherapy had helped with problems.  And the psychopharmacological revolution was embraced by a public eager for a pill to solve heir problems.  Psychology and psychiatry became acceptable- although there is still a prejudice that psychiatrists are not “real” doctors.   But for decades their was a battle for the public being fought by ministers and psychologists.  And you can imagine that the minister’s used fear to fight the battle.  The psychologists were evil, they were accepting and encouraging evil, they were not based on religious truth, they were dangerous, they were foreign to our values. 

  Certainly you are aware of the continuing stigma against mental illness, left over from the misconception that mental illness is the result of demons, of something evil or wrong in your soul, of your lack of virtue.  The same stigma was applied (and still is in some churches) to the psychologists as well as the patients.  For many reasons church attendance declined, and many ministers blamed psychology and psychologists.

   What happened to our fear of communism?  What happened to our fear of psychologists?  Knowledge.  Facts.  Plain and simple as that I think.  The commies never did any harm here at home, and they seemed to be stubbing their own toes in their homes.  Both Russia and China are converting to market economies, and anyone with any brains should see this is far more dangerous for us than their previous economies.  Soon they will be able to afford weaponry, and we will be back to building nukes and big armies.  Facts about all aspects of psychology- education, treating illness, training animals, understanding sensory and motor behavior- they just gave better answers than the religious leaders who were prepared for theological discussions in advanced vocabulary the public did not understand.

   Remember, a secure child with plenty of friends and family around and at home is far less likely to be afraid of strangers than a child who is alone or lost or in a strange place.

Same goes for our society.

  Terrorism goes way back.  Suicide terrorist goes way back.  I have a top secret book from the British intelligence in the 1950s that describes a new form of warfare in Yujoslavia- guerilla warfare.  Guess what the book says is a major means of guerilla’s fighting an insurgency. Yep- terror- that is destabilizing public security by means of unexpected attacks on civilian targets.  Nothing new.  A recent survey of the last twenty years on “terrorist attacks” shows that political and economic claims rather than religious motivation is by far more prevalent.   Behind the hype over 9-11 and Al Kaida are Osama Bin Laden clear statements.  “I am from Saudi Arabia.  USA, get out of my country.”  He is from Saudi Arabia. We have huge political, military, and economic interests there.  The vast majority of the 9-11 terrorists were Saudi citizens.  Chasing AL Kaida in Afghanistan made some sense, since that’s where lots of them were.  But Saddam Hussein in Iraq was like a big baboon- he showed us his bare butt-  he let weapons inspectors in,  he dismantled his major weapons after the Kuwait war- the UN inspectors found nothing when it was done, and we found nothing after we invaded.  This is not meant as a statement on the Iraq War (yes, I know. It is. Sorry.) It is meant to show that again we have misplaced our fear to something strange- Saddam and his palaces, and military bluff and perverted sons- they were strange. May I remind you that Saddam had a secular society, which with our help now looks like will have an Islamic constitution.  We get fearful, and common sense goes out the window as we look for something strange and foreign to excise rather than the obvious facts in front of us.

  There is another kind of terrorism.  I called it self-terrorism.   It is the spiritual and psychological fear that we wage against ourselves.  Kierkegaard called it fear and loathing.  It is translated from the Danish.  It is theological writing, not psychology. It is not completely understood even by his students and followers, in the sense that they still debate it.  But what it is roughly, is that with the knowledge about ourselves that we get from modern psychology and biology, we do not know ourselves very well, we are foreigners to ourselves, we end up fearing and loathing ourselves.  IF we believe in a loving God (Kirkegaard IS a theologian), then how do we explain the trouble we have accepting ourselves and loving ourselves.  Shouldn’t we be afraid that we will do something terribly wrong- look at the rotten things we have done so far- wars, hatred, prejudice, slavery, the Holocaust?  Kierkegaard, an existentialist, says forget blaming the other guy-  what makes ME any better.  I am ethically scary to myself.  I distrust myself.  I have shame and guilt, and I’m just getting started understanding what I have done or may do.  GULP!!!  Some have argued that Kierkegaard or a similar point of view has driven people away from religion because they do not want to confront their fears of themselves, and of ourselves.  Others  blame God from allowing or causing this self-fear, and don’t want to play at his house anymore.  But new churches are springing up, and the news they have is largely an old story of good news,  and new people to blame to hate and fear for our problems (terrorist, muslims, etc.).

  Do I have an answer for existential fear and loathing?  As theology, it is out of my league, but I love my little church as a place where we at least wrestle regularly with the questions, where we share versions of the questions and help each other with partial answers.  As a psychologist, I again appeal to alternatives. The world is wondrous, and the world sucks.  I can wallow in the pain or kiss it goodbye,  OR I can focus on the best bits, and try to nurture them.  My choice.  MY choice. I have a paper I wrote  to counter Kubler-Ross’ five stages of dying along the same lines.

   Martin Seligman found that monkeys with no control over shocks become unable to learn to turn the shocks off when you offer them control.  He called this Learned Helplessness, and it has been studied a possible (limited it turns out) model for depression.  His book on learned optimism is also good, but not data based.  For Seligman- and the cognitive dissonance people agree heartily-  the perception that you have choice and control is highly desired, and produces less fear and more mental health.

  So I (doing the I thing, like a good little existentialist, instead of the you thing) try to find evidence that I have control, and so feel like I have choices and am moving my life and the world around me into a better wonderful-to-sucks ratio.  A major part of this is gaining confidence that I can encounter anything foreign and learn about it.  I specifically try to keep my learning ability in good shape, so anything foreign become quickly familiar and nonthreatening (or threat reduced). Rah, rah liberal arts education.  I credit my recent miraculous recovery from a stroke to this- I taught myself to stand, walk, grasp etc all over again, with different nerves and muscles.  I am learning this summer to play the baritone horn. A couple years ago, I taught myself to play the ukulele.  Last summer I really learned about evolution (and boy, oh boy, is intelligent design an ostrich with its head in sand, talk about stupid).  The year before, I studied trilobites.  In short, by keeping my learning ability high, I reduce my risk of something foreign becoming a major force of fear in my life. Because I can still appreciate its diversity, even counter its threat if it has one, if I understand it.  What poem was ever ruined permanently by analysis in English class?  Only ones you did not understand correctly to begin with.

   Does this sound less like psychology, and more like education and anthropology?  It should.  This is a lecture to get you into Mary Douglas’ Purity and Danger. She will take you on a trip through many foreign cultures, and you will see stuff to fear, but moreover see a fear of what is unknown and foreign is most cultures.  Our trouble with evolution is we have never taught it very well,  it is still foreign to most of us.  When you learn about something you fear, you often convert the fear to respect.  That’s good, that’s good.

