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To Clare, the bravest person I have ever known.
And to Lucas, our son.
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Introduction


Fear is the central issue of our time. Once an adaptive emotion that protected our ancestors on the plains of Africa, fear has become a corrosive influence in modern life, eroding our ability to think clearly. Exploited for power by our political leadership and for money by the media, fear is embedded in the way we think about our lives.


Our preoccupation with “safety” is a natural reaction to our vulnerability to loss. At the same time, the search for perfect safety is absurd given the inevitability of our eventual demise.


Even as our lives have become safer overall, our fears remain intact and lie at the foundation of our most revered institutions, notably religion, which typically promises some version of immortality as a salve for our dread of extinction.


Americans live in an increasingly authoritarian society out of persistent fear that other tribes in distant places are a threat to our way of life, to our very existence. Over the last century, this apprehension has brought us to a continual state of war, which shows no sign of abating. And, although we congratulate ourselves for being a peace-loving people, our national anthem is a tribute to fighting off threatening foreigners. (Because I am, by accident of birth, an American, the reader will find that most societal references in this book derive from this place and time. However, I have tried to choose themes with universal meaning and application.)
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As a psychiatrist, I spend my professional life in the presence of fearful people. An entire category of mental disorders is characterized by “anxiety,” a distress of the mind typified by worry and dread. This disorder is usually distinguished from fear by the fact that anxiety may have no specific object, except when it takes the form of so-called phobias: of crowds, of flying, or of driving, for example. When anxiety is acute, its physiological symptoms are identical to those of fear: sweating, rapid heartbeat, muscular tension. We are, in short, manifesting the once-adaptive “fight-or-flight” phenomenon except that neither of these responses may now be called for. More common triggers in the present day are things such as public speaking, taking a test, or rejection in love. Fears of failure and humiliation have replaced the threat of imminent death as our most common sources of apprehension.


Collectively, our fears take the form of a pervasive worry that supports huge therapeutic and pharmaceutical industries devoted to the alleviation of emotional distress. Because I work in one of these industries, I routinely employ medications, but I have found myself in recent years invoking virtues such as courage and resilience as alternatives to the sense of victimization and helplessness that medical diagnoses often engender. On the wall of my office hangs a 1915 picture of the British explorer Ernest Shackleton’s ship Endurance trapped in the ice of the Weddell Sea, near Antarctica. His ultimately successful battle for his crew’s survival has much to teach us about the courage required to confront adversity of all sorts.


What are we afraid of and what can we do about it? A partial list of fears that I deal with in those seeking psychotherapy include: fear of dying, fear of change, fear of intimacy, fear of loss, fear of failure, fear of success, fear of inadequacy, fear of time, fear of loneliness, fear of the unknown. With a little thought you can doubtless make your own list. Interestingly, anxiety, like its frequent companion, depression, appears to have an element of heritability. You are more likely to suffer excessive apprehension if other members of your biological family are similarly afflicted. No one is sure how this predisposition passes from one generation to the next or on what chromosome(s) it is manifest. Although we will probably find the answer over the next few years, will we then have learned anything about alleviating anxiety itself?


This biological inclination is the reason that most treatment for anxiety includes the use of one medication or another. Drugs that increase serotonin levels in the brain, the SSRI antidepressants, are effective against chronic anxiety. Minor tranquilizers such as Xanax, Ativan, and Klonopin provide significant short-term relief but have the disadvantage of chemical dependency. Psychotherapy also frequently helps, and it is about this process and what it teaches that I will have more to say. The best psychological antidote to anxiety turns out to be some combination of hope and courage. How these virtues are acquired, manifested, and taught are at the core of this book. It is not easy to live a courageous life, and no one is brave all the time or in every circumstance.
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Accepting our own mortality becomes most problematic in our middle years. We seek to slow the aging process and to embody the misleading adage that “you are only as old as you feel.” Some people panic and imagine that they can recapture their youth with new activities, possessions, or relationships. In the movie Moonstruck, someone asks at the dinner table, “Why do men cheat?” The Olympia Dukakis character replies simply, “fear of death.”


In middle age we confront our limitations and the slow demise of our dreams. Our best hopes for ourselves have been tested against reality and customarily found wanting. The love of our youth no longer resembles the image in the wedding pictures, nor do we. If we are lucky, we are bored; if unlucky, we impulsively rearrange (and often ruin) our lives. If we are like many people, we have already divested ourselves of our first spouse and are dissatisfied with our second (or third). Too cynical, you say? Look at the divorce statistics and count the couples you know who are truly happy. Our children need us less and our jobs do not usually promise excitement, yet we are glad to have them. We may even be less successful than our parents. We wonder what happened to the universal hope for generational upward mobility.


A surprising number of Americans are depressed. In the adult population, 9.5 percent, or 22 million people, will suffer from clinical depression in any given year. The dividing line between existential sadness or discouragement and the kind of depression for which medication is recommended are blurred. As evidence, 54 million of us are on antidepressants at any given moment. Some of this number may be the result of overprescribing, but most epidemiologists believe that clinical depression is diagnosed and treated less often than it occurs.


In the face of this malaise, an argument can be made that we live in a culture of fear. For example, we are consumers of advertising that is focused on the proposition that material possessions, including pharmaceutical products, can compensate for feelings of inadequacy, creating the illusion that we can buy (or at least rent) happiness.


Many American cultural icons are wealthy people who display a relentless selfishness, and the growing disparity between the rich and the middle class (not to mention the 12.6 percent of the country living in poverty) is a testimony to our failure to look after one another in any responsible way. Here’s another statistic to ponder: The poorest 20 percent of Americans earn 3.4 percent of the national income; the richest 20 percent earn 49.4 percent. That ratio, 14.5 to 1, is the highest it has ever been. The street protests of the aggrieved “99 percent” testify to a growing public consciousness of the unfairness in income distribution and political influence, not just in the United States but also worldwide.




Our proudest value, the rationale for all our wars, is freedom. But what about other values such as courage, hope, charity, and justice? An unsparing look at what we have become—a devout, militarized, defensive, xenophobic, and selfish society—reveals a bleak picture. We need to see ourselves as we are if we are going to change this version of ourselves. Otherwise, we will continue to be manipulated by our fears, that is, by the angels of our baser nature.
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I have spent some time at war and watched young men struggle with issues of prolonged fear, attachment, and meaning more vividly than is normally the case in our daily lives. Discovering who reacted with steadfastness and concern for others under the threat of imminent death was often surprising. Nearly everyone is afraid in combat. (Those few who are not are in a special category and are dangerous to themselves and those around them. In Moby Dick, Starbuck says, “I will have no man in my boat who is not afraid of a whale.”) Overcoming the fear of death to act on behalf of the unit is the military definition of valor.


Courage can take many other forms, few of which result in medals. Moral courage, for example, was called by Robert Kennedy “a more rare commodity than bravery in battle or great intelligence.” Someone who sacrifices his reputation or career on behalf of an ideal is seldom celebrated. A government employee who resigns rather than carries out an unlawful order. A whistleblower who exposes corporate malfeasance. A soldier who makes public the secrets of an illegitimate war. All take risks on behalf of their fellow citizens and the truth.
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This book is about personal traits and values and how they are taught and exhibited. Any discussion of fear and courage has political overtones because the philosophies we admire and adopt individually find inevitable expression in our choice of leaders. In a democracy, our ideals are both shaped and reflected by those we elect to office. These larger issues are inseparable from the ways in which we experience our lives at a personal level. One does not have to be a political scientist to see this connection.


Throughout the book, I explore the crucial questions of how we deal with fear at both an individual and a societal level. We routinely face situations that make us anxious, that test our convictions about ourselves and what we wish our lives to be. In our everyday decisions, we either accept the limitations that fear would impose upon us or refuse to be cowed and so act in ways congruent with our deepest values and fondest hopes.


We are not what we say, or how we feel, or what we think. We are what we do. Fear is both a noun and a verb, an emotion and a way of engaging (or not engaging) those around us. Courage is manifest by action; it is habitual and the only nonpharmacologic antidote to the apprehension that is inevitable in an uncertain and often dangerous world.


And finally, I have learned this: A working sense of humor may be our last, best defense against fear. Remember those who declared after 9/11 that “everything has changed” and we would not laugh again?


How wrong they were.






You gain strength, courage, and confidence
by every experience in which you really stop
to look fear in the face. You must do the thing
which you think you cannot do.


—Eleanor Roosevelt
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It is dying that makes life important.




I’m not afraid of death;
I just don’t want to be there when it happens.


—Woody Allen





Death is the fundamental fear from which most of the others derive. Every sentient creature struggles against the threat of extinction. What makes humans unique (so far as we know) is the ability to contemplate our demise. From this comes our longing for immortality and our fondness for religion that promises everlasting life. We struggle against the relentless passage of time with its attendant losses, all of which are rehearsals for the final loss of ourselves. However unsuccessfully we have dealt with fear in our lives (usually by avoidance or distraction), most of us have a final chance to be brave in the way we face our deaths.


Used to explain everything from cowardice in battle to our persistent search for perfect love, the consciousness of death is never far from the surface. Although most of us hold it at bay when we are young through the use of what might be called healthy denial, the shadow of our mortality is what lends intensity to the present moment. We construct elaborate belief systems to soften the finality of death and ascribe to each person a soul that outlives us. This longing for immortality is simultaneously the most comforting and the most divisive way that we assert our humanity. Worshipping a god who gives us rules to follow to attain everlasting life is not enough. Instead, we declare that the gods worshipped by those unlike ourselves are illegitimate, and out of this intolerance has come appalling violence.


Few believers can see themselves as accidental victims of childhood indoctrination, born to particular parents in a particular place and time, raised to believe in their parents’ god to the exclusion of all others, part of a tribal group of fellow believers who feel threatened by the knowledge that their beliefs are not universal, that in other places people pray to different gods with the same hope and fervor and exclusivity that we feel. These others are not just wrong and condemned to eternal perdition but also frequently seen as dangerous and eager to impose their beliefs on us, through violence if necessary. More than territory or resources or power, differences in religion account for a staggering share of the destruction that human beings have visited on one another. Some claim that the great wars of the twentieth century were not religious. But political systems, language, and ethnicity all represent equivalent beliefs, secular religions, that distinguish one group of people from another and undermine our sense of common humanity. We can classify groups as “the other” and less deserving of life in many ways; religion is still prominent among them in our twenty-first-century world.


Little public attention is focused on the question of the importance of meaning in our lives. When asked to describe what their lives mean beyond a desire to get ahead, most Americans fall back on some religious formulation. We are a churchy country, more so than almost any developed society. When polled, 96 percent of us say that we believe in God and so believe in some form of life after death in which the good are rewarded and the wicked punished. This belief in a better afterlife allows us to tolerate a lot of earthly unhappiness and inequity and mitigates against behavior toward other people that would instill a sense of meaning in our lives right now.


Whatever heaven we believe awaits us, few seem in a hurry to get there. A large element of subconscious doubt about immortality is expressed by the way we cling to whatever life we know, no matter how burdensome or unhappy it may be. In this we are like other animals that presumably have no concept of a soul or life everlasting. No matter our belief systems, we share with them a primitive fear of nonexistence. The difference is that we must live our entire lives with the anticipation of death. What is required of us to accept our mortality and retain hope in a future in which we will not participate?
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People suffering from anxiety—fear without a specific object—routinely become subject to panic attacks characterized by frightening physical sensations: rapid heartbeat, hyperventilation, sweating, and a sense that they are about to die. Hospital emergency departments regularly encounter patients with these symptoms. Sometimes these episodes have a trigger, an auto accident, for example. Often no precipitant is discernible; people wake up from a sound sleep gasping for air. Although it may seem reassuring to tell such people that tests confirm that nothing is wrong with their hearts, customarily they remain terrified of a recurrence of these feelings.


No one lives an anxiety-free life. Like other forms of pain, anxiety is a warning that something is amiss, so anxiety is useful if it helps identify the imbalance and stimulates an effort to correct it. Such corrections usually require some combination of medication and psychotherapy. Left untreated, recurrent anxiety can shrink a life, sometimes to the confines of one’s own house. Short of this outcome, a person’s freedom to operate in the world can become so severely limited that he or she avoids situations that are likely to provoke even mild anxiety: crowds, driving, crossing bridges, and the like. Such avoidance behaviors increase fears and promote withdrawal.


Truly life-threatening situations can produce reactions identical to a panic attack. However, the military has discovered that through training and unit cohesion one can overcome fear and learn to function even when bullets are cracking nearby. One can, in other words, train people to be brave by convincing them that their survival depends on their courage. At its best, psychotherapy is another form of training people to confront their deepest fears while clarifying the unhappy consequences of avoidance.


Tolerance for risk is an individual characteristic. Some people seek out danger and enjoy the “adrenaline rush” provided by leaping from airplanes, climbing walls of rock, or otherwise embracing activities that terrify most of us. As a whole, our society is risk averse. “Safety first” has become a mantra, plastered on trucks and on workplace walls. We are grateful to the police for taking risks on our behalf, but even they are a part of a culture that favors caution and safety over courage and daring. SWAT teams took four hours to enter and clear Columbine High School after the shooters were dead, and at least one wounded person inside bled to death while waiting for help. The police in Norway exercised similar caution in approaching an island where a man with an assault rifle was methodically shooting young people. When Cheshire, CT, police in 2007 arrived at a home where they knew a family was being held by two men, they elected to wait for backup even as a mother and two daughters were being murdered and the house set on fire. Routine police procedures have as a major goal the safety of the police, sometimes at the expense of the citizens they are there to protect.


We are preoccupied with safety in our daily lives and imagine that some set of cautious behaviors will protect us from harm. Presumed threats to our security become magnified—crime, drugs, terrorism—while the real dangers to our survival—accidents, lifestyle choices, heart disease, and cancer—do not inhabit our nightmares until we or someone we love is affected by them. Our failure to address the issue of climate change represents the most vivid example of dangerous denial.


Life is intrinsically unsafe. We can buckle our seatbelts and wear our bicycle helmets. We can stop smoking and take to the road in our running shoes. We can walk our children to the school bus and secure them in their car seats. But death will get us anyway, sooner or later. (One commentator suggested that with all the emphasis on diet and exercise, in the future people will be lying around hospitals dying of nothing.) None of us can avoid this knowledge; it informs our lives even as we try not to think about it and struggle to deny it by changing our appearances and worshiping at the altar of youth. Our fear of death also causes us to react with shock and anger when people die suddenly or in large numbers. When a plane crash occurs, we investigate and search for ways to make sure it will never happen again. When, inevitably, it does, the National Transportation Safety Board conducts another painstaking investigation. The result is an air travel system that has a steadily improving safety record, which is certainly reassuring if you are about to walk into a metal tube that will transport you to five miles above the earth and hurtle you toward your destination at six hundred miles per hour. Yet the fantasy of perfect safety continues to elude us, and every now and then one of those metal tubes falls out of the sky.


Much riskier is an activity we consider more prosaic: driving our cars. Each year about forty thousand Americans are killed while driving, but we fear it less than flying because we remain earthbound. Less investigation is required because automobile accidents and the deaths they cause are considered by most of us as routine events—as long as they are happening to others. Although we consider building safer cars important and our seatbelt use is now at 85 percent, we also tune out most safe driving campaigns and the ubiquitous “Baby on Board” signs remain a public celebration of fertility.
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