Lecture 10  Phantom Fears  
 Rick Rayfield 
Sometimes we fear things not there or no longer there- phantoms. Not just ghosts and bad dreams, but the dissociation of present reality and experienced horror or terror- PTSD. Confusing reality past and present, a failure to associate correct time with events- the past is phantomly reexperienced in the present.
   We are going to discuss PTSD and dissociative reactions that seem to be related to trauma and other extreme experiences.  The most common example people mention in elation to PTSD are flashbacks, that is re-experiencing the traumatic of fearful situation when triggered by a mildly similar stimulus.  We hear of the vet who hears a car backfire and seems, by his verbal behavior, actions, and body language,  to be transported back to the combat experience where gunfire sounds like a car backfiring.  The vet seems to be experiencing phantoms, the source of my title.

  Let us begin with phantoms and ghosts. They are not always frightening. When they are frightening, it is because of two factors I think. First, they are often the ghost of phantom of something dead.  Anything dealing with dead people, human death, is dangerous and fear provoking. Their unfinished business, their emotional connection with us, the increased likelihood of our death.  Second, by their very nature, if ghosts and phantoms exist they do so outside of our system of natural laws.  They are supernatural.  They are not predictable or controllable by usual means.  They are powerful because they operate above or despite natural limits.  On the other hand,  in many cultures ghosts do not have much power because they are outside of the limits of natural science.  Nature tolerates them, but only mildly.  They can exist and observe, but often cannot affect anything other than communication , if that.  

   Demi Moore, Whoopi  Goldberg, and Patrick Swayze, in Ghost are an example in our culture.  The dead guy, Patrick Swayze,  is a ghost and he desperately wants to communicate both love and information about a murder (his) to his gal, Demi Moore.  Whoopi Goldberg gets communication going,  and a mentally ill ghosts demonstrates how actual physical intervention can be achieved through extreme emotionality. It is just a movie,  but this Hollywood portrayal of the spirit world is typical of many cultures. Perhaps it is because people in all these cultures experience something like this. 

   The key is to see ghosts as supernatural entities that are still associated with the natural world, and yet a mostly dissociated.  The ghost has moved on to another reality, perhaps limbo, or purgatory, or heaven  or hell.  They may still be connected to a place- they are still associated with their house, a ship, and town.  But they are dissociated from things like time of day, gravity, the ability of walls to contain things. 

    Dreams are like ghosts. Dreams are connected to us with recognizable people, places, and events.  Yet dreams are also dissociated, the people are sometimes combinations of real people,  or dead people.  The places are sometime “funny”, places long torn down, or places we used to live in, but the dream is set in that place in the present. Time, places, people, physical laws are often perverted. We can flap our arms and barely fly.  We cannot push harder on our legs to run faster- we can only glide slowly.

   When someone hallucinates on LSD, ecstacy (which is a molecule that looks like LSD at one end and amphetamine at the other, MDMA), some things are accurate with respect to social reality, but some things a dissociated.  The speed of time is classically altered with marijuana.  Colors shift and shimmer.  Sounds are twisted, amplified, and combined with colors and patterns of light.  Like a marble cake, some things are mixed up, and some things are in the right order.  By the way, flashbacks to LSD hallucinations are very rare,  you tend to get them when you take LSD again. Duh.  The dissociative effect is reliable.

  When we talk about the flashbacks in PTSD,  the personal often is remembering a past traumatic experience.  They are remembering it so vividly that they are responding to it as if it is actually occurring.  This is the dissociation, they are failing to recognize their recollection as from another time and place, because it is so vivid, so real in stimulus strength and detail in the brain.  Don’t you love those bad dreams when you spot something wrong in the dream and say to yourself, ah hah, THIS IS  A DREAM?  The traumatic event which is the basis for the flashback was so strong, filled with unique detail, with emotional horror, that it is easily recalled vividly. Perhaps easily is the wrong word, as many people experience trauma and then repress the remembering of its occurrence.  Why some people respond to trauma with repression, or denial, or PTSD is one of the big questions in the field.

  It is likely to have sometime to do with how we cope with fear.  It seems likely that the trauma that provokes these disruptive flashbacks was quite fear-provoking.  People being killed near you in combat, bodies torn up, or a domestic murder or a rape committed in our presence.  These are unique and powerful experiences. They get remembered easily, and at inopportune times, and often uncontrollably. And we would certainly want to avoid them in the future,  The purpose of remembering is often to help us cope with events based on our experience.  We often reframe the PTSD question as, why doesn’t everyone who experiences trauma have flashbacks.  They remind us to avoid horrible stuff in the future.

  The answer is that there are other ways to avoid these fearful situations besides re-living them.  Denial and repression are likely alternatives, especially if the time and place are unlikely to reoccur.  Don’t you think that National Guardsmen who are VietNam vets are having a few flashbacks on their plane rides to Iraq?  Don’t you think  rape victim is more likely to have a flashback if she is in the same part of town  at the same time of day?  And that is just how Hollywood portrays a lot of flashbacks,  some stimulus or combination of features reminds us of the previous fearful experience, and we start sweating, shaking, and maybe even remembering vividly enough to be dissociating.  In fact though, many vets and victims have built up defenses that seem to prevent flashbacks.

  There is a lot more to PTSD than just the flashbacks. In recent years the diagnostic category has been used for those other things, like nightmares, increased vigilance, etc., when the hallmark flashbacks were missing.  Ten to fifteen years ago we had a craze of many people believing almost everybody was sexually abused as a child, and that memories of these traumas were repressed.  Our unaccounted fears and anxieties could then be attributed to these repressed memories of childhood abuse.  To gain treatment codes for insurance coverage,  some providers claimed that children had PTSD, even though the criterion were not fully met.  They argued that kids have their own version of PTSD.  Fortunately that has settled down, and we blame things like ADHD on bad childhoods.  My main point is that how we cope with fearful events is a matter of some extreme coping, some extreme beliefs, and some extreme clinical perversions.  Fear from trauma is pretty powerful and produces a wide range of symptoms.

   By now you should be expecting my explanation.  Fearful situations are individual events happening to individuals with different life experience, coping skills, current levels of readiness and so on.  How we cope with our ability to remember these events is going to be as varied as the events,  The phantoms are real in the sense that the events really occurred in the past.  The phantoms may not be real in that they may be extremely likely to be repeated in the present  settling, AND they may not be real because other coping mechanisms may have twisted the remembering so that it is not an accurate recollection of events.  But like a defective bad dream, the person may recognize that heir remembering is flawed, and not know how.  But if it was so dangerous, so frightening,  it is very fear-provoking to think that you are remembering it wrong and are not appropriately prepared for a repetition.   You may have repressed that you were the one who threw the grenade that killed your buddy.  Your vivid flashback is defective, and you sense that it is,  and you may sense that this makes you your own enemy, though this is not supported by what you recall. Oh, it can be very disruptive to normal functioning.

  You can’t live being afraid of yourself.  Even if you think you are the kind of person who just has bad luck , and that’s why you were a victim.  In that case, you may decide not to have a spouse or family, and avoid raining your bad luck on them.  We are capable of some pretty bad mislearning,  and dissociative remembering can cause some serious problems.  But we knew that.  This is an example of what I think Churchhill REALLY meant when he said we have nothing to fear but fear itself.  The fear is bad enough,  but it then screws us up as we try to cope with it.  That makes things worse. PTSD. Fearing our friends and neighbors. (Fearing people in France, while sending more explosives to our good friends in Saudi Arabia.  In case you missed it, the internet was rife with virulent anti French messages when the French refused to enter the war in Iraq.  They were called cowards for that and every past war in which these message writers claim the French showed no bravery.  It made anti-Semitism looks tame.  Now I have to be afraid when visiting Paris of the backlash against Americans, by patisserie owners, not terrorists, and I don’t blame them.)

   The PTSD literature is huge, with many treatment modalities.  I’m going to duck that  for now (see Barlow) with this statement.  The best way to treat PTSD is by preventing it. It’s like AIDS, or polio, or any number of diseases best controlled by public health methods.  Let’s build a safer world, which evokes less fear, less aggression,  and develop the thrill of our other emotions.  Like Field of Dreams (or Shoeless Joe if you read the book), let’s have ghosts that play baseball instead of warning about murders.

