


  CHAPTER ONE


  Introduction



   If a drug were found that abolished all anxiety for all time it could be as harmful as a drug that induced anxiety of crippling degree.


  —ISAAC MARKS & RANDOLF NESSE1




  TEST ANXIETY IS COMMON. EXCESS ANXIETY IS DEBILITATIVE. THERE IS a folklore that survived in medical schools about a medical student who was severely anxious. Although an otherwise brilliant student, he was reluctant to take examinations for fear of failure. One day, one of his close friends gave him an idea shortly before the following examination. The friend advised him to take antianxiety medication. It was seemingly an appealing suggestion, and the student, who was trembling with test anxiety, took the medication promptly. In a few hours, his trembling vanished. He was still anxious and unwilling to attend the examination, which was only two days away. He took the next dose. Soon, he felt confident to take the examination, and not long after, he decided to take it. After the third dose, he appeared pleasant; his friends were shocked to see the relaxed man trembling hitherto. The day before the examination, he proclaimed that the examination would be so easy for him that he did not have to prepare anymore. After a couple of hours, he wondered what examination it was. He did not feel a need for it. He did not care. The examination was inconsequential for him. He decided not to take the examination, but this time for a different reason—he was fearless and did not bother about the consequences of not taking the examination. His friends tried to convince him about the repercussions of not attending the examination but in vain. A lack of fear of consequences takes us to discuss the consequences of fearlessness.


  Fear and anxiety are regarded as misfortunes in life. Arguably, liberation from fear brings tremendous potential for humans. One can be in full swing. Fear pulls us back. Are we at a loss each time we turn back because of fear? Fear leads to avoidance, and opportunities die. Pounding heart, tense trembling muscles, sweating, “butterflies in the stomach,” and a sense of impending doom—the accompaniments of heebie-jeebies—are among the most uncomfortable feelings. Ever since the dawn of humanity, fear has been the most feared emotion. Anxiety was described in the writings of Hippocrates—notes about a young man terrified of flute music.2


  History is replete with accounts that depict reason as noble, divine, and humane and passion as primitive and inferior, a disruptive force intruding into reason.3* Solomon observes that the wisdom of reason against treachery and temptations of passion characterizes Western philosophy. Anxiety is treated as inferior because it arises from imagined danger, implying that it is a creation of an irrational man, not a product of reality.† So, a stigmatizing figure of speech follows: “It is all in the head.” Remarks made by Zeno of Citium are noteworthy in this context. Men refuse ill acts because of two reasons. When an action is declined according to reason, it is called caution; if unreasonable, it is called fear. Wise men do not suffer from fear. Also, passion is irrational and harmful.


  Conscious feeling of fear infiltrates many spheres of our lives and influences daily affairs and decisions. Security systems installed in our homes, screening that we undergo at the airports, medications we take, and healthy lifestyles that we practice are influenced by fear. In this way, fear defines our lives and imparts an identity, a value, and a reminder that life and its affairs are precious. Fear has economic and political dimensions. It was sometimes fear which was utilized in marketing strategies and business. Fear of pesticides prompts people to buy organic foods. Numerous pharmaceutical products are sold in the context of fear of ailments. People take various insurances for fear of catastrophic outcomes. In the modern world, it is hard to find things which are not insured.


  Medical evidence suggests that regular use of sunscreen is associated with a reduced risk of skin cancer.4 However, people may not buy sunscreen based on knowledge alone. On the other hand, if advertising campaigns depict skin cancers as a prominent theme, then the attitude toward purchasing sunscreen products may change because of fear appeals. If car insurance is advertised showing road accidents or legal battles after a crash, such an advertisement may have an additional impact on purchasing the insurance. Fear appeals work under certain conditions.5 During political election campaigns, candidates may threaten society and induce fear with opponents’ policies—for example, abolishing welfare funds or dangerous foreign policies. Fear pervades our society and forms a fear culture.*


  Humans are the most intelligent animals; the putative mechanism behind our intelligence is a vast neuronal network. With a vast network, its structure and functions have become hugely diverse. The neuronal network thus brings disproportionate suffering from emotional disturbances.6 Our brain, the body itself, has evolved imperfectly, and therefore we carry unhealthy characteristics. When we evolved, we could stand, but varicose veins and low-back pain are the prices we pay for our erect posture.7 Our neuronal connections bestowed upon us not only desirable emotions such as happiness and love but also unpleasant emotions like anger and fear. Our minds evolved in mindless nature. Evolution does not assume any purpose and is therefore known as non-teleological; it just happens. Eyes are not made for us to see; we see because our eyes evolved. Fear evolved and has been preserved across species because it benefits reproductive survival. Evolution comes with a package. Fear is a part of it. Reacting to an unreal or imagined threat—for instance, a gunshot which is actually a firework—can be extremely unpleasant but not as dangerous as the other way—failing to fly in response to the threat of gun violence, thinking that it could be fireworks. We were born in a biological system with this imperfect characteristic. Our brain is wired to fly first and think second.


  The modern view of emotions embraces advancements in science, particularly neurobiology, and entails a comprehensive understanding. Emotions are feelings experienced and expressed with physiological (bodily manifestations such as tremble), cognitive (thinking), and behavioral (actions) components. Emotions are the value system of the mind in that they are motivational, evaluative, and evocative, creating a sense of acting. Motivation refers to “forces acting either on or within a person to initiate behavior.”**(For a detailed review of motivation, see chapter 5.) Fear has all aspects of emotions and is thus considered the prototype emotion. The neurobiology of fear is elucidated, albeit far from perfection. Anxiety was the central nucleus on which several psychological theories have been organized, and discourses and debates in psychoanalysis converge.


  The word fear came from the old English word “faer,” which meant sudden calamity; anxiety has multiple origins, two of which are noteworthy here: the Latin verb ango, meaning constriction, and a related word angustus, which means narrow.8 These words have produced the modern German word angst. Fear has three dimensions: (a) autonomous arousal signals, such as sweating and palpitation; (b) muscular-behavioral, including trembling and motor movements like flight or approaching reactions; and (c) cognitive, consisting of conscious evaluation of the unpleasant feeling of fear. Fear and life are inextricable. Fear is universal; everyone will experience jitters regardless of age, gender, ethnicity, or culture. Initially described by Erasmus Darwin, birth trauma may cause fear.† Earlier, Sigmund Freud and, later, Otto Rank illustrated primal anxiety, which starts with the separation of a fetus from the uterus.9


  While birth anxiety is debatable, death anxiety is omnipresent. The awareness of the finitude of life, discontinuity of identity, and annihilation of existence generate fear. Fear of death and dying can sometimes take the form of thanatophobia. Between birth and death, the ebb and flow of fear rocks the conscious life and incessantly operates in the unconsciousness. Like banks accompanying a river from formation to destination, fear starts with the birth of man and dies with his death.


  VARYING CONCEPTS OF FEAR


  There is no unitary concept of fear or anxiety. For some, fear is a feeling state induced by danger. Some others consider it a set of physiological and behavioral reactions to the perception of danger. The common physiological reactions are a pounding heart, trembling, tense muscles, and sweating; the typical behavioral response to fear is avoidance of the fear-provoking situation or object. In the literature on fear, the term “danger” means any stimulus, object, or situation that can harm the organism. For Darwin, fear was a state of mind that was inherited from animals.* Panksepp described fear as an aversive state of mind.10† Other researchers view fear as a brain phenomenon mediating behaviors that avoid dangers due to threat perception.11 Karen Horney described fear as a proportionate reaction to real danger. A phobia is a fear out of proportion. Psychologists, psychiatrists, philosophers, and laypeople use the word “anxiety” to connote a broad spectrum of meanings and experiences, all of which are difficult to group under a common umbrella.


  FEAR VS. ANXIETY


  A consensual understanding of fear is an unpleasant emotion elicited by danger with corresponding thoughts (cognitive), bodily signs (physiological), and actions (behavior). In the absence of a definite threat and the presence of an imagined and uncertain danger, the same set of phenomena constitutes anxiety. However, they are, in fact, two different phenomena.12 Fear is a phasic response to a specific real threat and is ephemeral, whereas anxiety is enduring and may involve more than one type of anticipated threat. The brain regions that are responsible for fear and anxiety are different.13 (See the remaining chapters for more information.) Fear is an immediate response to a proximal threat with an abrupt and conscious reaction. However, anxiety can be a gradual response to a distal and nebulous, often imagined danger with subtle manifestations or sometimes even unconscious implications. Some types of fear are inborn (see chapter 2 for a detailed account), and others develop instantaneously to new real threats. If a real threat (e.g., fire, electric shock) repeatedly and invariably follows a neutral object, then a presentation of the neutral object leads to anticipation of the same real threat and subsequent fear reaction even in the absence of the real threat. This learned fear reaction to an anticipated threat is anxiety.


  Stress is yet another commonly used term. There is no unanimously agreed definition of stress. Broadly, stress refers to a condition that challenges the organism’s homeostasis (or stability), requiring a response from the organism.14 Another view is that stress denotes conditions where demands on the organisms exceed their natural regulatory capacity.15


  Even though anxiety is a set of fear reactions arising from imagined danger rather than the presence of a well-defined real danger, morbid anxiety can be a storm in the head, so overwhelming that ignorance of the future is bliss. Although anxiety arises from the imagined future danger, its roots lie in past experiences that signified a threat to one’s existence, well-being, or reputation. Therefore, anxiety is contingent on the past frightening experience and its memories that are woven into the imagination of the future. How did humans develop the ability to imagine? Giambattista Vico proposes that the ability to imagine occurred when the terror of the unknown forced humans to make sense of what terrified them—nothing is more dreadful than the unknown. Imagination is the best tool to deal with uncertainty as it brings some answers regardless of whether they are accurate. The skill of perception played a pivotal role in this process.16 Thunder, for instance, aroused creative imagination in everyone. It was a common threat, and fear of such universal threats, Vico argues, paved the way for civilizations.17 So, for the primitive man, terror led to the imagination.


  It is not uncommon to see anxiety that is not attached to a specific object or situation. People often describe a sense of restlessness, a feeling of tense muscles, and difficulty concentrating without conscious recognition of a source of anxiety. They experience anxiety symptoms, the psychological feeling of being unpleasant, physiological features such as palpitation, and the mental component of an ominous future. They are, however, unable to pinpoint the source of their anxiety. Such anxiety with no specific content is known as free-floating or unattached anxiety.* It is sometimes a feature of generalized anxiety disorder or the early stages of psychosis.18


  Crocq gives an account of panophobia and observes that, according to the historian of psychiatry German E. Berrios, Pitres and Regis gave the best description of panophobia, where a person is anxious about everything.19, 20 However, the content of anxiety randomly shifts from one situation to another, only transiently attached to specific content. Defensive reactions to threats are essentially the same in women and men except for yelling, screaming, or calling for help, which was frequent in women in controlled experimental settings.21


  HATEFUL FEAR


  Fear elicits fight-or-flight reactions and alerts and prepares the organism against situations and objects of potential danger. Fear can, however, persist even when threatening objects no longer exist. It can also become generalized to nonthreatening objects or situations. It has tremendous potential to be contagious and hence to develop into various forms following initial occurrence. In this way, fear grows to new landscapes where it is unnecessary. Therefore, when fear builds up unnecessarily without threats, it becomes the most unwanted experience, a powerful and painful human predicament. When anxiety exceeds a level and grows to the extent of causing disturbances in one or several areas of life, it becomes a disorder. Anxiety disorders are among the most common psychiatric disorders in many societies.22 Anxiety is, therefore, a hateful emotion resulting in profound human suffering. Fear of happiness and having or receiving compassion have been described, and both are related to a high degree of self-criticism and depressed mood.23 Depression is related to the appraisal of the past, while anxiety is essentially linked to estimating the untoward future.


  FALLACIES OF FEAR


  According to the National Safety Council, the probability of road fatality is higher than that of an air crash. However, people are intensely anxious while flying, especially when a bumpy ride shakes the tray table. When statistics speak of excellent safety records in aviation, we do not find a reason for this “panic” other than man’s inherent fear of heights. Anxiety does not follow the language of logic. There is an apparent predisposition for anxiety in humans; it comes out of the blue, on occasions instantaneously, allowing no prospect for reasoning. Fear is a fallacy—a creation of instincts and interpretations—but logic cannot eliminate it. For instance, we have every reason to be reassured to cross underwater tunnels, undergo open-heart surgery, or stand on the 100th floor of the Empire State Building. Still, one may quickly develop fear in such situations. Fear can sweep through the consciousness and eliminate all types of reasoning. This apparent senselessness of fear is consistent with the evolution of the different parts of the brain; the part of the brain that processes fear reaction was formed earlier than the regions involved in reasoning.24 One of the brain principles is that the regions that evolved last will lose function first, and the regions that came first will go last.25 Phylogenetically, the fear-processing brain region, known as the limbic system, came before the prefrontal cortex, which is involved in reasoning.


  Moreover, connections from the limbic or emotional system to the cortical cognitive or reasoning system are more than the ones in the opposite direction.26 In this sense, the higher brain need not be the mightier brain. Each region of the brain serves a distinct function.


  FRIENDLY AND USEFUL FEAR


  Current literature about fear proliferated around anxiety disorders and their adverse impacts on human life. Proponents of mental well-being teach us how to get rid of fear. We should not fail to admit the devastating effects of morbid anxiety, but our vision will be selective and tubular if we confine ourselves to the negative aspects of fear. We are compelled to ask how fear has evolved and how unwanted and unreasonable anxiety has been preserved across species during evolution. One might argue that fear keeps us safe and alive. Fear is fundamental to human existence; it reminds us of our existence.


  Evolutionary theories attempted to explain the adaptive and beneficial values of fear. This approach offered a simplistic explanation, however. Let us imagine, for a moment, that we are entirely deprived of fear. If men are otherwise capable of logically discerning the danger based on facts and reasoning, what would be the necessity of fear? Can we reasonably assume that our logical thinking takes precedence or dominance in analyzing threats? Can we relax, concluding that our logical thinking will find facts accurately and keep us safe? No. When fear disappears, other emotions, such as pleasure, love and instincts, drives, and excitement not dominant hitherto, will be the operative forces. The reason will give way to passion as it does to fear, and ethics will be subordinate to aesthetics. As Frijda observes, human beings are enslaved by their passion, one or another.27 These statements do not appear as rhetoric or motherhood statements. They have biological, specifically neurological, underpinnings. If fear is absent, then another emotion will come in its place to engulf reason.


  Fear, not a logical analysis of consequences, forms the primary force prohibiting the unshackled fulfillment of pleasure instincts. Therefore, reasoning alone is incompatible with survival. Fear, at least in certain instances, is necessary to combat positive emotions, the unconditional and unchecked fulfillment of which can threaten life. It ensures checks and balances within a system of maladaptive psychological defenses and external realities. Psychological defense mechanisms can be mature or immature and adaptive or maladaptive depending on the types, intensity, duration, and purposes they serve. For instance, a moderate, short-lasting denial of realities may give us momentary relief and prevent mental collapse.


  Nonetheless, severe and sustained denial can be catastrophic. When bushfire spreads, people may deny that fire will encroach on their properties. During the spread of pandemics like COVID-19, people may deny it will not affect them. Passengers on a train keep their valuable items on the overhead rack, denying the risk of theft. While bringing peace of mind and reducing anxiety, these denials can eventually lead to devastating outcomes. Rationalization and minimization are other defense mechanisms people commonly employ to trivialize dangers and obtain peace of mind. These defenses can also be maladaptive and harmful.


  We rarely see how fear operates and protects our day-to-day lives. The negative portrayal of fear is far from the universal truth. In Hack Your Anxiety, Alicia Clark intriguingly narrates how anxiety as a powerful motivating force can form a path to success.28 Liddell remarked that anxiety accompanies intellectual activity as its shadow.29 An optimal level of anxiety is associated with a high intelligence quotient (IQ).30


  From an evolutionary point of view, fear originally developed against crude stimuli, like noises, heights, animals, and strangers. The threats in the modern world are different. The most significant dangers that threaten human survival, such as road traffic accidents and infectious and chronic diseases, do not belong to this group. Although fear evolved as an innate response to unrefined stimuli of the primitive age, humans learned fear reactions over time to the threats of modern life. Because of the fear of accidents, motorists control speed and become alert to road situations. People eat not only because they are hungry but also because they have the underlying fear of the consequences of starvation; they deliberately observe fasting as they fear illnesses resulting from excess food consumption. Men take medications due to the fear of worsening ill-health; produce offspring from the fear of discontinuity of species; wear clothes nicely because of the fear of social embarrassment; and follow protocols during construction and machinery operations because of the fear of a collapse or catastrophic industrial accidents.


  Broadly, the approaches to fear and anxiety are the following: (1) neurobiological and psychological; (2) philosophical (which is largely existential); and (3) functional. Although an attempt has been made to describe all approaches, this book intends to stress the functionalism—the adaptive value of fear and anxiety. While conveying that fear reactions have enormous survival and adaptive value, this book does not intend to promulgate a view that fear is unconditionally good or desired. It does not take a position that fear is the all-inclusive factor determining the outcome of exposure to danger. In fact, fear is only one factor, but it is a critical one that is determinative in predicting survival success. Other factors, such as an individual’s resources—memory, knowledge, past experiences, personality and resilience, and overall intellectual functions—play a crucial role in dealing with dangers and overcoming threats, both explicit and implicit. Therefore, the presence of fear alone without other psychological resources may not be adaptive, and such a fear reaction may even be counterproductive. Performance is a product of skills multiplied by arousal level. In this context, the concept of eustress captures manifold importance; it connotes positive reactions to danger, resilience, and resources to face threatening life experiences and often motivation.31 Eustress literally means “good stress.” The language of fear is the avoidance of perceived danger. At the same time, fear triggers action, and in that sense, it is a motivational force.


  In the remaining parts of this book, we will see the critical role of fear in human life, particularly when danger is lurking. Fear and anxiety are tantamount and interchanging in this book, although they are conceptually and biologically distinct. Modern theories refer to “fears” in the plural form because a collection of closely related but distinct brain states about fear and different types of dangers associated with various neurological and behavioral responses have been identified. Despite these differences, fear and anxiety are brain phenomena originating in the intricate neuronal network. Such a root of fear and anxiety in neuroscience is presented at length in chapter 4. Before that, the general theories of fear development are described in chapter 2. Indeed, these theories are largely based on empirical research and readily observable phenomena.


  Describing a complex psychological phenomenon in simplistic terms is a cumbersome task. Fear is understood imperfectly, and many aspects of it remain inexplicable. The strongest facet of fear, as far as human existence is concerned, is its necessity. It is a unique phenomenon because it is incumbent upon humans while portrayed as a negative emotion. The presence of fear in humans is a paradox, a mystery, the unyielding human predicament that resists an illuminative understanding. It puts a lid on human potential, but when all restrictive forces on humans vanish, fear evaporates, and when men become liberated from prohibitions, emptiness may ensue. In the absence of fear, man will deteriorate to a mass without his essence.


  Although a good part of this book is based on findings from systematic studies, it is not an exclusive review of empirical data. Some of it corresponds to established facts, while others are postulates. Anxiety is double-edged and has neutral surfaces; we should not be blind to any dimensions. Anxiety can be bad, good, or neutral.


  Footnotes


  

  * In Faust, Mephistopheles says: “Him a mere glimmer of the light of heaven;


  
 
  He calls it Reason...”

  
  Aristotle says, “Reason, more than anything else is man.”


  In “An Essay on Man,” Alexander Pope remarks: “What reason weave


  By passion is undone.”




  † Adam Smith says, “Fear is a passion derived altogether from the imagination, which represents . . . not what we really feel, but what we may hereafter possibly suffer.” Smith, A. (1982/1759). The Theory of Moral Sentiments. Indianapolis, IN: Liberty Classics.


  * The manifestations of fear and anxiety are similar or at least overlapping, but they are conceptually and biologically different. Although these terms are used interchangeably throughout, anxiety is the essential subject of this book.


  * Encyclopædia Britannica. “Motivation.” The word is derived from the Latin term motivus, meaning a “moving cause.”


  † Erasmus Darwin noted that one of the first influential sensations could be pressure on the precordium during birth signaling a lack of respiration. This is accompanied by a transition from 98-degree temperature to a cold atmosphere. It is argued that birth trauma and fear develop from these experiences.


  * Darwin remarks: “Some of the signs may be accounted for through the principles of habit, association, and inheritance, —such as the wide opening of the mouth and eyes, with upraised eyebrows, so as to see as quickly as possible all around us, and to hear distinctly whatever sound may reach our ears.” Darwin C. (1872). The Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


  † Panksepp argues that fear is an old and primary emotion in that there is no need to learn it. It has been preserved during evolution. It can remain without cortical brain. See Panksepp J. (1998). Affective Neuroscience. New York: Oxford University Press.


  * The World Health Organization’s International Classification of Diseases 11th edition describes “General apprehensiveness that is not restricted to any particular environmental circumstance” as one of the features of generalized anxiety disorder.
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