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Introduction



ON THE AFTERNOON OF SEPTEMBER 11TH, 2001, I was in England, sitting in a comfortable chair reading the paper. Suddenly my daughter ran into the room, saying she had heard on the radio that the World Trade Center in New York had collapsed. This sounded so strange, I thought she must have made a mistake, and I turned on the television to see what was happening.


The television was full of images that are now part of the nightmares of our collective unconscious. The television endlessly replayed the horrifying airplane crashes, ensuring that they were etched indelibly on everyone’s minds. I felt like I was inside a bad dream, or had entered a parallel universe where the rules of life did not apply any more. It was unbelievable; I must have stared at the television for half an hour, unable to leave, and I was afraid. Then I went away and cried.


The next day I woke up hoping that it really had been a bad dream. It felt like one, one of those times when you wake up feeling relief that of course it was just a dream, how could it have seemed so convincing. And yet the tragedy really happened. For the next couple of days, life was not quite as solid as usual. I felt unreal, as if my head were slightly detached from my body. I needed a little extra concentration to understand what people were saying to me, and a lot of what people said to me didn’t seem to make sense. I was dissociated, suffering from mild shock.


After a week, I looked back on the experience and wondered. How many times did the television news show those ghastly pictures of the World Trade Center towers collapsing? How many times did the media replay that appalling, yet mesmerizing, video of the second plane scything into the tower and burying itself deep in the structure like some huge knife? I don’t know. I decided not to watch the collapse of the towers again on the news, and one viewing of the video was enough for me. I will not forget it. This is how fears are made. With the best of intentions, and probably feeling that they had no choice, the news media ground these images into our collective psyche like grit deep into an open wound, with a thoroughness that made them impossible to forget.


A traumatic image repeated so many times can burn its way into the mind and have an effect long after the rubble has been cleared away. The constant replaying ensured that we all took the image of the toppled towers into the future with us and this image said: you are not as secure as you thought you were. Suddenly, the world was less safe.


Those events were real and terrible, and we don’t want to forget them. The consequences will follow us far into the future. Yet how we remember them is important. The people who flew the airplanes and those who prepared them to do so killed thousands of people and destroyed buildings. It would be worse if they destroyed our peace of mind too.


Every innocent passenger in those airplanes and every innocent person killed in the attacks is a personal tragedy, a thread in the whole ghastly tapestry of terror, each one immediate and appalling. The nature of what happened made many people fearful of flying (demand for air travel dropped dramatically after September 11th; some airline companies collapsed, nearly all had difficulties). It made us fearful of tall buildings (the price of high-rise apartments dropped radically). It made some people afraid of Muslims. And many must have looked at their children sleeping and wondered what sort of world they would inherit.


This tells us a lot about fear. Something awful happens and we are afraid of what might happen in the future and afraid of putting ourselves in any similar situation.



Freeing yourself from fears



This book is about fear and how to be free from it. Fear comes in two very different flavors, unreal and authentic.


Unreal fear comes from our creative brain making up frightening scenarios that have not happened and probably will not happen. My first goal for this book is to give you clear and practical patterns to get rid of unreal fears and worry.


There is also an insidious type of unreal fear that I am calling “social fear.” This is a kind of free-floating anxiety. We are more anxious now; there is more to be anxious about. The world has become a more dangerous place, and the danger is closer to home.


While our popular culture of achievement and goal orientation has many benefits, it has drawbacks as well. We often feel that if we do not succeed, if we do not attain our dreams, if we do not have unlimited power and kick-ass self-esteem, there is something wrong—with us. We have failed. A general feeling of anxiety floats like a ghost in the wind and few escape its cold touch.


My second goal in this book is to get a better perspective on this miasma of cultural anxiety that disturbs our peace of mind, our sleep, and our digestion, and to propose some healthy antidotes.


Authentic fear is a protective emotion. It is always in response to true danger in the present moment. My third goal for this book is for you to use authentic fear as a signal to keep you safe.


This is a practical book. As well as offering some specific antidotes to limiting fears, it will also improve the quality of your life, and this is my fourth goal. When you are free of unnecessary fear you will have an emotional freedom and sense of wellbeing that will resonate throughout your life. You will be able to get your life in focus and brush aside obstacles.


This is a much more personal personal development book than any of my previous work. In a book on emotions and personal development, the writer needs to be in the book too. So you will find many of my personal experiences described here, especially about moving from England to Brazil.



NLP



I am using many insights from Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP) in this book. NLP was created by John Grinder and Richard Bandler in America in the mid-1970s and it explores subjective experience— what we think and feel from the inside. How do we do what we do? How is it that some people are exceptionally skillful and talented while others, who seem to have the same knowledge and make the same actions, get only average results? NLP was originally used to model exceptional people to find out what they were doing differently, so that these skills could be taught to others. From modeling excellence, it is a small step to model how we do anything. How do we create fear? How do we learn to be afraid? How is it that some people are afraid and others are not? Because they have learned to be. This does not make fear any the less real or frightening for the person who is feeling it. However, once we know how fear is created, then we have the key to free ourselves from it. NLP will allow you to unlearn your fears and free yourself from them.


You do not need any training in NLP to enjoy and use the book. You will find the NLP concepts you need explained throughout the book when you need them. More general NLP reference material is at the end.


How the book is structured


Part I deals with fear—the two types of fear, where they come from, how they are generated, how we learn them and talk about them.


Part II gives immediate practical tools to free you from unreal fear. A fear can be about the future, like the anticipation of a public speaking engagement that makes you feel increasingly uneasy as the fateful day approaches. Or it can be about the past, like a traumatic memory or flashback that makes you feel fearful in the present, restricts your life, and makes it difficult to be spontaneous. There are specific techniques to deal with many such common fears.


There are two chapters on social fears, how they come about, and what to do about them. These give you ways to deal with the worry, stress, and free-floating anxiety that come from everyday living. There is a chapter on change—how to deal with the fears that can stop you making the changes you want in your life. Many times we want or need to take a step, but are afraid to leave the comfort of the habits we know. This chapter tells you how to start the change and manage the transition—that scary in-between time when you have neither what you had before, nor what you want. You are in the middle of the journey and cannot go back.


Part III deals with authentic fear: fear as a signal to keep you out of danger and take action, and how to distinguish authentic fear from unreal fear. This section will fine-tune your intuition, so that you will know for sure when you are in danger and avoid it. It will help to make fear a reliable friend who gives you fair warning, and not a garrulous bore who is forever crying wolf. This part also shows you how to recognize when other people represent a real danger. There is a chapter on how to use trust and intuition to stay safe, and one on how to evaluate risk.


Part IV is a summing-up and an explanation of how you can use the value behind your fear to combat it. There is a chapter on controlling the unpleasant feeling so that you can be more clear-headed and resourceful, whatever happens. There are also more tools for overcoming unreal fears, both individual and social.


This book is not just about getting rid of fear. It is about enjoying the happiness and emotional freedom of a life without unreal fears.


I hope you enjoy the book, I hope it is useful. Some fears deserve to be laughed at, some deserve to be ignored, others deserve to be respected, and you need to know which is which.


The Asian tsunami happened as I was finishing this book. On December 26th, 2004, a few miles beneath the floor of the Indian Ocean, an earthquake measuring 9.3 on the Richter scale, the most powerful for 40 years, spread over 700 miles on the floor of the Indian Ocean. It created a tsunami 10 meters tall moving at 560 miles per hour that flooded huge tracts of Indonesia, Thailand, India, and Sri Lanka, killing over 120,000 people and destroying the livelihoods of many thousands more. Once again, scientists will ask whether society should do more to prepare for such rare but catastrophic events.


It was another terrible tragedy for the people caught there, each with an individual story to tell of courage, loss, or destruction. This natural disaster and the manmade tragedy of the twin towers show us that although terrible things can happen, our spirit burns as strongly as ever, and each of us is a candle that can light other candles. Together we can create a heat and a light that can hold the darkness from the door. We owe it to ourselves to do the best we can, to make our light as bright and as clear as possible. If this book can contribute to that in any way, then I will be happy.
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PART I
Our Experience of Fear



 



The nine laws of fear






1 Fear is a basic human emotion that has evolved to protect us.


2 Fear is a reaction to a mixture of a real outside event or trigger and the meaning we make of it in our imagination.


3 Behind all fear is a fear of losing something we value.


4 There are two types of fear: authentic and unreal. Authentic fear is a natural reaction to real and present danger. Unreal fear comes from our imagination.


5 The feeling of fear is always real—whatever provokes it.


6 All fear has a positive intention.


7 We are born with two basic fears: falling and abandonment. We learn other fears by:


—Example.


—Trauma.


—Repetition.


—Information.


8 Fear can be enjoyable if:


—We believe that the situation is safe.


—We feel confident that there is no real danger.


—We know that the situation will end at a definite time.


9 We can talk ourselves into feeling afraid.








CHAPTER 1
What Is Fear?



Fear is that little darkroom where negatives are developed.


MICHAEL PRITCHARD


WHAT DO WE MEAN BY FEAR? What does it mean to be afraid? Fear is a basic emotion that protects us. Fear is undeniable, that unpleasant sensation that arises when we think we are in danger. The danger may be real or imaginary. The word “fear” comes from the old English root fer or fere, meaning “danger,” or “coming suddenly upon.” It is interesting that the root of the word suggests there is danger that we are not prepared for. If we are prepared, then we may not feel afraid.


The word “fear” itself is an abstraction. The feeling comes from a process in the body that is triggered by something we see, hear, feel, touch, taste, or smell. And these sights, sounds, and feelings can arise from the outside world or from our imagination. Whatever the origin, fear is not something we have, but something we do.





The first law of fear:


Fear is a basic human emotion that has evolved to protect us.





Fear is not a pleasant emotion. It can range from a mild apprehension to a gut-wrenching, heart-pumping jolt that rises like a fiery volcanic eruption before congealing in the pit of the stomach like cooling lava. It rises immediately when we hear a bump in the night, or see an open window that we didn’t leave open. It can ambush us and make us act without thinking. You may be happily relaxing when you suddenly realize that you left your private computer files in plain view at the office—before you know it, you have risen half out of your chair. Fear can also sneak up gradually, for example as that long-deferred visit to the dentist gets closer and closer, or that public speaking engagement that you agreed to in a moment of madness creeps up the calendar toward you like a snake.


As a rule, the more immediate the perceived danger, the more sharp, unpleasant and compelling the fear becomes. We move immediately. We act!



The two elements of fear



All fear has two elements. The first is a stimulus from the outside world. The second is the meaning we make of that stimulus and the imaginings we create about it.





The second law of fear:


The feeling of fear is a reaction to the mixture of:


1 A real outside event that acts as a trigger.


2 The meaning we make of it in our imagination.





These two elements can combine in myriad ways. Here are some examples.


The power of gravity


Imagine for a moment that you are walking alone in the country, thinking about nothing in particular. Dusk is falling and you almost stumble into a deep pit. You pull back just in time, jolted back to the present moment, your heart thumping. It all happens in half a second. The outside stimuli were the pit and your stumble; you feel frightened, you were suddenly in danger of falling, perhaps of hurting yourself badly. Falling is an archetypal fear from infancy.


This is authentic fear. It is about a real, immediate danger and about something in the present moment. It is very useful: it saves you from immediate danger and possible injury.


You know the power of gravity, so you do not think twice: your body makes a decision to pull back before you are consciously aware of it. You do not wait, balancing with your foot poised over the blackness, intellectually debating the possibility of whether it is a good idea to fall down the hole or not—you act immediately. The imaginings come after you have taken action to avoid the danger. They usually follow too quickly to dwell on in detail—images of you falling into the blackness and hurting yourself. The meaning is: “Danger! Take care!” After that come other thoughts: perhaps you resolve to pay more attention to where you are going when you walk in unfamiliar country in the dark. Then you may get angry that someone left a dangerous pit uncovered without a warning sign. Anger and fear are close relatives. In this example you stumble into danger, but you stay safe. The fear comes from the immediate stimulus and only after that from your imaginings of what might have happened.


A deserted alley


Here is another example. You are walking down a dark alley late at night when you hear footsteps behind you. You take a quick look around and see a powerfully built stranger swathed in a large black coat gaining on you with long strides. His face is partially hidden in the shadows.


You quicken your pace. But so, it seems, does he.


Now you start to feel apprehensive, you wonder why you are walking down a dark, deserted alley late at night. The alternative route is longer but better lit and more frequently used.


Thoughts run swiftly through your mind as you briefly debate the possible scenarios.


“I was stupid. How far is the other end of the alley? … If I started running now would I make it? … Suppose I started yelling? … That’s stupid. … He’s just someone walking down the alley going home like me. … Then why is he speeding up when I do? … Have I got anything that I could use as a weapon?”


You cross the road.


So does he.


Then you run.


That is a real situation in the present moment. Nothing has happened, but the situation is potentially dangerous. The fear makes you run, you weigh up the evidence and decide to take action. Better to look stupid than to get hurt. This fear is genuine, it happens in the present moment: there may not be real danger but you don’t wait to find out. The fear is a mixture of the stimulus and your imaginings about it. If the stranger attacked you, then the fear would be strong, immediate, and authentic.


How do you decide if a situation is truly dangerous? Are you running from a real danger, or from a fantasy of what might happen? You may never know, and it is often safer that way. In this example the fear is useful: it makes you take action to get away from a potentially dangerous situation.


The parachute jump


Now a third circumstance. You decide to do a sponsored parachute jump to raise money for charity. You take the training, learn how to fall, discover how to operate the parachute (safely on the ground), and are excited about the whole idea. You and your companions feel a bond of friendship; you are all willing to put yourselves in danger to raise money for charity.


The fateful day approaches. You do not sleep so well the night before and wake up excited. Your apprehension grows as you travel to the airfield: maybe part of you hopes the car will break down or the plane will not be able to fly because of bad weather. You get on the airplane and watch the ground recede. If in the past you have been afraid of flying, this day you are not—now you are afraid of leaving the safety of the airplane. Of course, you laugh and joke and do not let people know what you are feeling.


At 7,000 feet up you get ready to jump, it’s your turn. You are terrified. Why? Because your imagination has constructed all sorts of scenarios ranging from falling to the ground like a stone if your parachute does not open, to breaking a leg when you land awkwardly, or drifting out to sea. You have never jumped out of an airplane before and now it seems like a crazy thing to do. However, you trust your training. You trust your instructor. You feel confident that you know what to do. You believe that parachutes work and that the odds against yours not working are very, very small. It is important to make the jump because you have been sponsored by many friends and relatives for a large amount of money. And of course your sense of pride won’t let you back out now. So you take a deep breath, commend your soul to your God, and jump…


The parachute opens, of course.


A few minutes later, you are safely on the ground feeling wonderful, all fears forgotten.


In this example, most of your fear comes before the jump, because of your imaginings of what might happen. Your fear is not about what is happening, but what might happen. It comes mostly from your imagination.


The jump could be dangerous. Parachuting is a dangerous sport and people are hurt and occasionally killed, so your fears are not groundless. However, you have the resources and the training and you believe it is possible to jump safely. Your values (raising money for charity and your pride) support you in going ahead. So while there is a small risk of danger, you believe you can handle it and you will be safe. The fear comes from your imagining of worst-case scenarios.


As you jump, the feeling is an adrenaline rush of excitement that is sometimes difficult to separate from fear. (If you pulled the release cord as you fell and the parachute did not open, then you would experience strong, authentic fear in that moment!)


The pay raise


A fourth example: A junior manager has been with his company a year and decides he needs a raise in salary. His work has been good. His wife is pregnant. They need extra money for their child. He must ask his boss for an increase. His boss is demanding, sarcastic, and not easy to talk to. He is also known to be unsympathetic to requests for a higher salary and he can be very unpleasant if he does not like you. Our junior manager knows this and is frightened: frightened of rejection, frightened of being shouted at, frightened that he will not get the raise. None of these things has happened—yet—but his imagination makes them real. They are all imaginary scenarios, constructed in his mind as he tosses and turns in bed the night before, trying to get a good night’s sleep to be ready for the day of the fateful meeting.


This is an example of unreal fear. The manager fears a future that exists only in his mind, like the parachutist in the last example, but in this case the danger is not to his life or health (his boss is not going to attack him), but to his values, self-esteem, and pride. His fear is about what might happen, not what has happened. He does not know what will happen, but the result is important to him—and his imagination rises up to fill the void.


He will feel afraid immediately before and during the meeting, and this may make him less effective at persuading his boss to give him the raise. So his fear may bring about his worst imagining. All he can do is prepare as best he can with all the facts and persuasive arguments that he can muster. He also needs to make sure he is in a good emotional state. If he did not care about getting the raise, then he would not be frightened. He cares about the raise because he cares about his family. There is an important value behind this fear.


Fear of snakes


A fifth and final example: A man with a phobia of snakes goes to watch the film Raiders of the Lost Ark. He is enjoying it immensely (except the scene when Indiana Jones has a snake as an unwelcome flying companion at the beginning of the film), until Indy is trapped in a pit of poisonous snakes. Then, he feels ill. He can’t look. The screen is full of snakes. His mind is slithering. He can’t stand it and he gets up hurriedly, pushes along the row of seats, and leaves the cinema as quickly as possible.


This is an example of unreal fear. This man is in no real and present danger. There are no snakes in the cinema. But the images are real and terrifying and have tremendous meaning for him. The environment has supplied a trigger for a fear that already existed and was probably built in his childhood. Perhaps he had a very frightening experience with a snake when he was young and has never forgotten it.


These examples show how two elements combine to create fear. Sometimes the fear comes completely from the stimulus in the present moment. Sometimes it comes completely from our imagination about what might happen. Most fear is a mixture of the two.


What these examples have in common is fear of loss: loss of life, loss of health, loss of something you value, loss of wellbeing, loss of self-esteem. Loss is a fundamental driver of fear.





The third law of fear:


Behind all fear is a fear of losing something we value.






The NLP approach to fear



NLP is about how we create our experiences and how we represent them in our minds, in our bodies, and in words.


The neuro of neuro-linguistic programming is about the mind, how we think. We use our senses to experience the external world and then we use our senses on the inside to think about it. In NLP terms, thinking is using our five senses internally. We see mental pictures, hear sounds and voices in our minds, create feelings, and imagine smells and tastes. These may be remembered or imagined.


NLP explores the meaning we make of the fear stimulus. It is not what we think, but how we think it that creates fear. How else can we explain why some people are afraid of heights or dogs or lifts and other people are not?


For example, one man may be afraid of dogs because when he thinks of dogs, the picture that comes to mind is a huge, slavering, growling, “Hound of the Baskervilles”-type mastiff. He may not be conscious of this image, but he knows that he is afraid of dogs. The mental picture itself may have been formed when he was a child, when he encountered a big, fierce dog, and he has never forgotten it. The good news is that with NLP, he does not have to go back to the initial traumatic event and relive it, or even remember it. With NLP he can learn to make another representation of a dog and so feel more comfortable.


We can apply the same principle to dealing with any fear with NLP. NLP suggests that we learn our fears—from experiences, from our parents and friends, and from wrong information—and helps us to unlearn them. NLP proposes that we use mental strategies; that is, how we sequence our thoughts. Unreal fear, worry, and anxiety are created by the way we think, not what we think about. This book contains many techniques from NLP to unlearn our fear strategies and to learn new ones that do not create fear.


Anchors


In common with most other psychological models, NLP also proposes that our past influences our feelings in the present. It uses the concept of “anchors.” An anchor is a picture, sound, feeling, taste, or smell that automatically links to an emotional state. These anchors can be in the outside world (real sights, sounds, smells, and tastes) or in our imagination. They are formed from either unique traumatic experiences or repetition of the same experience.


Anchors are the basis of habits. They can trigger good or bad feelings. Here we are concerned with the anchors that trigger fear. With NLP we can first of all be aware of the anchors and then learn to react differently to them.


Language and physiology


The linguistic part of NLP deals with language. How we talk about something influences how we feel about it. Changing the language you use will change how you feel, especially as you can self-talk your self into feeling afraid.


The programming part of NLP is about physiology. We are all familiar with the physical feeling of fear: the tightness in our chest, the sinking feeling in the pit of the stomach. There are many ways to influence these feelings, not just to control the feeling of fear in the moment, but also to weaken the response in similar future situations—to become a calmer and less stressed person. NLP supplies ways not only to overcome fear in the moment, but also to unlearn the thinking that gave rise to fear in the first place.



The physiology of fear



Whatever the cause of fear, it always expresses itself through the body. We cannot be intellectually afraid. Fear puts us in touch with our body.


How do we create the feeling of fear? What happens? The neurophysiology of fear has been very well mapped in the last decade.


Imagine for a moment that you see a fleeting shadow outside the window and hear a suspicious sound as you sit alone watching the television one night. It could be a threat, so your neural circuits, built up over thousands of years of evolution, leap into action, much more quickly than any rational analysis.


The stimulus goes from the ear and the eye to the brain stem and then to the thalamus. From there, the nerve impulse branches. One branch leads to the temporal lobe where the visual and auditory signals will eventually be analyzed and understood. The other branch goes to the amygdala and the hippocampus. The amygdala is an almond-shaped cluster of nerve fibers just above the brain stem. The hippocampus is part of the innermost fold of the temporal lobe and is the key storage site for memories. It also analyzes the signal to compare it with other memories to determine if it is threatening or not.


If you can reassure yourself that the stimulus means nothing, then the signals stop there. If you are unsure, your brain goes to level two alert. The signal reverberates between the hippocampus, temporal lobe, and amygdala; you become more alarmed and more alert.


The amygdala is the most crucial part of this process. It is the brain’s headquarters for fear. Remove the amygdala and you would not feel fear and would not be able to recognize the signs of fear in other people. The amygdala is always on the alert, sorting through your sensory impressions to see if there is anything alarming. When it is triggered, it orchestrates all the other fear reactions and feelings. It links to the hypothalamus, the part of the brain that controls movement, and to the autonomic nervous system. It signals other parts of your brain to put a frightened expression on your face and to freeze what you are doing in order to pay attention to the possible danger.


Fight or flight


The result is a “fight or flight” response that happens more quickly than conscious thought. The hypothalamus triggers the pituitary gland in the brain to produce chemicals that trigger the two adrenal glands, just above your kidneys. The adrenal glands release several hormones, primarily adrenaline, noradrenaline, and cortisol. The adrenaline produces the familiar surge in the pit of the stomach, but other changes are happening too.


The hypothalamus triggers the release of beta-endorphins, which act as painkillers so we can withstand pain and discomfort. They make us more alert. The pupils of our eyes dilate, so we see more. Our body hair stands more erect so we are more sensitive to touch, vibration, or air currents. Our hearing becomes more sensitive. The vocal chords are tightened, making our voice higher pitched. Blood flows to the large muscles where the blood vessels dilate, and away from the routine body processes like digestion. Our pulse rate and blood pressure go up. Our breathing becomes quicker and deeper to take in more oxygen to the blood for the muscles to react more strongly and quickly. We are ready for action in an instant.


When the danger is over we start to calm down, but it takes much longer for us to return to our resting state. We will be much more alert for the next few minutes. The physiology of fear and anxiety is the same as the physiology of anger; the same chemical substances are released. This explains why often people are aggressive even if the danger is averted.


OEBPS/images/9781473644649.jpg
FREE

Yourself From
FEARS

WITH NLP

ming Anxiety and Living Without Worry

Joseph
O’'Connor

e internationa
INTRODUCING NLP









OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
T
nb
NICHOLAS BREALEY

INTERNATIONAL

S





