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Humans and the “lower” life forms share some things; a heart, a brain and lungs for instance. In the most primal and primitive part of the mind what we share is the amygdala. This small almond size part of the brain is what keeps us alive long enough to breed.

This part of the brain varies in size in all mammals but it serves a very important purpose. It tells us what we need to do when we are in danger.

The phrase “fight or flight” refers to the work of the amygdala. This system has some great benefits. When something big and loud is coming towards you, you are probably running before you even know what it is. The amygdala started pumping adrenaline into your system which helps to keep you alive. The reaction to all of that adrenaline is what keep us alive.

Are you going to stay where you are and face the enemy or will you run away? Fight or flight.

While this was useful centuries ago, it has limited use in today’s world. This reaction is built into the deep instinctive part of the brain. But do we really need it anymore? You may occasionally need it when you need to jump out of the way of a taxi trying to run you over in a crosswalk though.

It is the amygdala talking when you hear yourself say that something is too risky, too dangerous and you shouldn’t do it. While we may not be facing life or death situations anymore, it is a good thing to have part of your brain keeping you a little bit cautious.

Except it may not really be a benefit. The issue is that everything has to go through the amygdala before it gets to the other parts of the brain.

While you are driving and being alert to other drivers or if you are in dark alleys or war zones, this can be handy. It does get in the way when you are looking to go past your comfort zone to try to achieve something new. This is when you start to hear that internal voice saying thing like:

	That’s too risky. 

	It’s too dangerous.

	What if I fail?

	What if I go broke? 

	What about my retirement fund?

	It’s a pipe dream.

	Don’t take chances!


People who succeed in life are people who take risks. Many rich people often lose large fortunes on the chances that they take, but they keep going because the next risk may pay off. If you continually listen to your amygdala or “lizard brain” you cannot be successful because you will also give in to your fear.

Instinct tells us to run and flee from risk. We are programmed to fight change and run away from challenges.

These reactions are so deep in our programming that they are not going to change overnight, but they can be changed. It also won’t be easy but it can be done.

Nelson Mandela said:


I learned that courage was not the absence of fear, but the triumph over it. The brave man is not he who does not feel afraid, but he who conquers that fear.


You reprogram the amygdala a little bit every time you conquer your fear. You don’t want it to go away completely, we still need it for those times when we really are in danger. But we need to listen to it only when needed, when we face real danger.

That is when we will truly find success.
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The Problem with Fear
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Have you ever looked forward to something that scares you? Do you often think that a situation that you are in that is frightening will turnout great? Unless you like haunted houses and ghost stories, you probably have never thought that way.

The problem with fear is that fear doesn’t have a bright side or a happy ending. Fear only sees the downside, the disaster that is just waiting to happen to you. It sees the pit that will open up under your feet. To fear there is no success waiting for you at the end of your journey when you take a risk.

	If you are ready to make a speech, what if you mumble?

	If you are going on a date, what if they don’t like you?

	If you are ready to get a promotion, what if the new job is too much for you to handle?


This is what fear does. It won’t let you see that you will have the audience’s full attention, or that the person you meet will be just right for you or that the corner office you dreamed of is now yours. Fear only lets you see the pitfalls and traps and these will grow larger in your mind by the minute.

What makes us so afraid and why does fear hold us back?

Fear is immediate

Remember that every decision that you make is influenced by the amygdala. Everything goes through it before getting to your mind. It is not a time to stop and think too hard if you are being chased by a wolf. It is a time to stop and think when someone offers you half of what you are asking for your car when you are trying to sell it. The problem is that fear won’t let you stop and think, the amygdala is designed to make you react quickly to all situations.

You are not given an option to think things through if you are afraid that there will not be any more offers on your car or that further options in your work, relationships or whatever are limited. Fear starts to scream to you – act now. This usually leads to long-term regret though.

Better the devil you know

When finally offered their freedom, animals that have been kept in cages too long and even abused will fight to remain in their cages. They know what to expect and where they are now and what lies outside their small space is too big, grand and frightening to even consider.

People will remain in abusive relationships for the same reason. They will stay and work hard in dead-end jobs and work for bad employers and accept the ill-treatment because it is familiar to them. The fear of the unknown is often scarier than the certainty they are already in.

Fear keeps you from leaving, getting help and striking out on your own when the life you have can no longer be tolerated. Fear keeps you “safe” even when you are not safe at all.

Helen Keller said:

“Avoiding danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure. The fearful are caught as often as the bold.”

It is often a reality that we are caught quicker and more often if we don’t face the fear

Shunned by the community

The understanding that there is safety in numbers comes from the same part of the lizard brain that controls fight or flight. A larger enemy is easier to fight by a group of people than a single person. For a primitive man, the lion may eat someone else in the group so he could run away.

Being outcast from the tribe was a possibility when you took a risk in those days. We still try to remain in our tribes even though they may look a little different from the old version. You have a lot of “what ifs” going through your mind. What if at work, you make a fool of yourself? What if your friends don’t want you around them because they don’t like you anymore? What if you get fired because your presentation was so bad?

People who have been married for decades will sometime hesitate to ask their spouse for something they want or need for fear of rejection. Again, the “what ifs.” What if she laughs at my need? What if he thinks I am a bad person because I asked for something? You think that it may not be worth asking to find out.

Failure as the only option

Unless you know that you excel at something you often won’t try anything new. Because what if you fail? Falling on your face on the red carpet for instance. In this day of social media, we all tend to be a little paranoid. You are worried that your mistake could be shared for the world to see, it may even go viral. You think that people will see you as a flawed human being.

What you tend to forget though is that for the most part no one cares. If you are not a big-named celebrity then tripping and falling will hardly end up on the nightly news or on Facebook.

You still worry though. The thinking is ‘If at first, you can’t succeed, it’s better not to try.’ But you forget that trying and failing is how you become proficient at something. If you never play the piano, you can never become a master at it. In your mind, you can be perfect and gifted, but it takes time to train your fingers to play the keys in the right order. There are risks and it takes a lot of practice, whether in private or otherwise. You will however never be able to express yourself in new ways if fear stops you before you are even started.

Being less of a person

You will never realize your potential if you keep listening to fear. If it could, fear would keep you in bed and immobile under the blankets. In such an environment, humans cannot grow. An unused muscle atrophies and becomes unusable. The muscle is developed and strengthened through effort and putting pressure on it. After a while the five-pound weight you started with in your workout regime become less of a challenge. To make the muscle grow continuously, more weight or reps must be added.

People are the same way. They grow through pressure and stress, trial and error. They often fail, that is part of the process.

The fonder of Facebook, Mark Zuckerberg said: “The biggest risk is not taking any risk... In a world that’s changing really quickly, the only strategy that is guaranteed to fail is not taking risks.”

You atrophy without risk. If you are being chases by a mastodon, fear is a wonderful thing. In today’s world though, it can be the cause of a slow and painful demise.

Afraid to trust yourself

You know things without knowing how you know them; you have intuition and instincts. Have you ever met someone new and had the feeling that the person could not be trusted? Or have you met someone for the first time and knew within a short period of time that the person was going to be pleasant? How do you make these judgments, but also how do you trust them?

There are tell-tale signs, small things, of which you are unaware. If you know where to look, there are many things that tell you a lot of things about the person you are talking to. The tone of voice to the amount of eye-contact for example. You do know where to look though because you
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