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 Baby’s fear at birth.  
     Harry Stack Sullivan, in his classic book Interpersonal Theory of Psychiatry, argued that the first experience of fear is the fear that comes with lack of oxygen at birth.  This is the baby’s first fear.  During labor the umbilical cord is squeezed and blood flow is limited or stopped.  The baby experiences oxygen debt, and is unable to gasp, at least until birth.  A frequent concern in labor and delivery settings is the baby inhaling amniotic fluid, which is especially bad if the baby has defecated in the fluid (meconium).  Defecation is often an emotional response, and may this intrauterine defecation may be sign of distress. Until delivery the pressure in the uterus keeps the baby from inhaling, even when she/he experiences oxygen debt.  At birth, the baby experiences the wonder, belief, and strangeness of the first breath, and then breathing.  We cannot prove that Sullivan is right.  We are very aware of the fear and panic that often accompanies an inability to breath.  We can see signs of fear when the baby is born, although they might be due to other factors.  We see increased heart rate, hollering, flailing, etc.   These signs of fear, though they may simply be general distress,  are greatly reduced with some methods of midwifery.  LeBoyer’s book  Birth Without Violence  compares photos of babies born by typical hospital means and exhibiting discomfort, with a babies born into warm water, with low light level, and soothing sounds.  In addition to the issue of breathing, a baby may also be frightened by the change in temperature, bright lights, loud sounds, and rough handling.

 Second fear for baby:  Staying alive.
    With breathing comes the simple dictum: Stay alive. The will to live.  Avoidance, repression, denial, escape from death.  Some folks argue that being buried alive is the primal fear, or as Monty Python put it so eloquently, “ I’m not dead yet.” Mastery and cognitive dissonance may be extensions of this, controlling your life to prolong it.  Religion wrestles here, as does philosophy, and bright kindergardeners too. Death is inevitable and what happens next?  What’s can I eat?  Who will keep me safe?
   Baby’s startle reflex.  Usually birth into a bright noisy environment elicits a strong fear or alarm response.  If not,  sometimes a slap on the buttocks is used to elicit this response in the phlegmatic newborn.   Sharp sights and sounds provoke a startle response. Bang-  wahhhh!  This is usually seen as an overall increase in body tone,  or rigidity,  movement of the head in immature orienting of eyes and ears, and increased  heart rate.  A cry or tears may be elicited.  This startle response will be shaped by experience.  The ubiquitous eye blink is not present initially in most babies, but will develop or be learned.
    Near birth, when startled or frightened, a human baby will extend it arms straight out (abducting) with a look of fright or concern on his/her face.  When comforted, the arms pull in together in front of the baby .  This is easy to elicit by letting the baby “fall” rapidly. (Yes- you “catch” the baby!!) Contrast this to the startle response of snails and turtles, and many other animals that respond just the opposite, adducting (pulling in) when stimulated.  The best I can do to understand this is an unprovable suggestion that perhaps in our long evolutionary path to homo sapiens, we learned when living in the trees that you best put your arms out to catch branches if you are falling.  This does not seem to continue through life- people watching horror films typically ball up their arms and legs, and huddle socially.  There may be a balance between protecting your arms and legs, by pulling them in,  and extending them to fend off what is frightening.  This leads us to the flight-fight conflict.  But first a word about expression of fear.

  Facial fear. 
   Darwin (yup Charles the Origin of Species author) wrote a book called, The Expression of Emotion in Animals and Humans.  In it he showed the resemblance of how people and other mammals express fear, anger, curiosity, joy etc.  Lorenz in On Aggression says much more about expressions of anger and aggression, and the overlap with fear is significant.  Piloerection, the standing of hair on end, is common in both anger and fear. Hairs in our skin have tiny muscles that allow us to make the hair change its angle, stand up.  When a dog does this, the dog’s fur stands up on its back, and it looks scary and bigger.  If you know your dog or cat or horse well, you may say, hey- that’s fear not anger.  You are correct.  In our case (humans), we often experience the hair on the back of our neck standing up when frightened or anxious.  When we sense that hair response, which tugs at our skin, changes our temperature, etc., we sometimes say the event makes our skin crawl.  There may be muscles in the skin, or under it that are responsible, but it may simply be our hair standing up.
  This piloerection, along with increased muscle tone (you feel tense?), increased heartrate, increased blood flow to muscles and decreased blood flow to digestive organs, is controlled by the autonomic nervous system.  Much more on that later.  And the balance of sympathetic and parasympathetic,  adrenaline, and steroids from the adrenals.

  But Darwin also saw similarities in facial expression that include mouth, cheeks, eyes, eyebrows, hairlines.  While we think of these muscles as being voluntary (acetylcholine, SNS),  the fact that we see similarity across species for expressing fear leads us to wonder about a genetic basis for these responses.  (OK, the nature nurture question is badly put, you cannot have one without the other,  both are critical, neither is more important than the  other .)  Or rather, what are the long-term factors in evolutionary history that have shaped these similar expressions?  Do dogs express emotions like we do in order to communicate with us, and vice versa?  Are domesticated animals more likely to share our emotional expressions than wild animals for this reason?
  We will be looking at the autonomic nervous system and  the old cortex (paleo cortex) and limbic system of the brain later.  For now though, to think about these species similarities, and to get back to baby’s first fears, consider the old cortex to be just that.  New cortex is really good at rational behavior, complex sensory discriminations, generalizations, and conceptualizations.  But old cortex is simply primitive rational cortex.  It makes sense to be angry, to be afraid, to feel comfort, joy, and gratitude.  These emotions help us survive.  So it is not that old cortex and emotions are not rational, they are simply operating more simply, sometimes at different speeds,  and sometimes with different experiences of consciousness. And no one is saying that the old cortex does not learn from experience.  In fact parts of the limbic system are critical for remembering/memory.
  When human babies are born, they are about a year premature compared with other mammals, in terms of the development of their nervous systems.  Goats, horses, and sheep can all walk within a day of birth.  We can see this immaturity of the human brain also by looking at the development of the brain- the cell nuclei, the fiber tracts and their myelinization.  We think this prematurity is related to our huge brains.  He have evolved with a strategy of having big brains to adapt to many environments and situations.  These huge heads often kill mothers in childbirth- less so now with modern medicine.  We tolerate “immature” babies to keep mother’s alive but have big brains later.   No proof of this, just observation.  Another factor may be that our do-anything brain needs lots of training, and in fact the training needs to start earlier than birth would normally be. Human babies by one year may wobble on the legs as much as a day-old calf,  but the human is walking on two legs, and starting to  talk and  has incredible visual vocabulary.
Who does this training of the  immature human baby?  The parents. The family.  The village.

  What happens without the training?  It is like having no oxygen.  Reports of feral  ( raised without human contact) children (my favorite is Truffaut’s movie, Wild Child, based on a real case), and experiments with primates, demonstrate the absolute critical necessity of social contact for basic emotional as well as intellectual ability.

   Parents fear at birth. 

    Aside from the baby’s experience, hard as it is to prove, we know that parents and helping professionals are often very anxious during birthing.  How will the delivery go for the mother?  Will the baby be alive?  Normal? Will it be painful, messy, and long?  Boy or girl? What does my partner want? Will the family be disappointed?  Will my partner stick with me through labor,  through child-rearing?  Depression?  Weight gain? Lack of sleep?  Cost?

   Bruno Bettelheim argued, and we pretty much discount him on this, that a mother’s first interactions with a child, if they are anxious and rejecting, will cause the child to withdraw from the mother into autism. (To his credit Bettleheim had some great success treating autistic kids, and his theory  on fairy tales is still widely accepted- that gruesome fairy tales-  witches and wolves that mistreat or eat children- function to help children cope with their fears of  these things- especially the unloving parent.)

 Third Fear:

   Hence the child’s third specific fear, after breathing and  biosurvival in the world, is loss of parenting, or social group of clan.  Initially this is seen in crying for food and holding. Shortly after birth, it is clear that food and shelter alone are not the whole story.  The baby is seeking social attention, and lack of it is feared, that is produces a fear response.  Completely contented with food and clean diaper and warmth, a baby screams for attention.  Usually eye contact will suffice, often just auditory contact.  Sometimes they have to be held.  Harlow’s monkey experiments in the 1950s graphically demonstrated the psychosis that is produced by rearing without social contact.

    Later in life we report a wide range of fear experiences relating to attention, love, family members.  To be shunned or disowned by one’s family, spouse, friends, or community is a terror for anyone aware of it.  Voodoo has tremendous power over people by tapping into the fear of social estrangement.  Wallis’ lovely novel, Two Old Women, tells of a pair of elderly women who are ditched by their tribe.  Shunning has a bitter bitter history in our culture, and on our elementary school playgrounds. Divorce is right up there on the stress scale with losing a parent or child.  It is not just the lawyers- it is lost of love and trust with a spouse, uncertainty over friends and family, and lack of confidence in yourself as a partner and with regard to your social identity.   We will be looking at some pretty complex fears that relate to social interactions, place in society, identity etc.
   But, they all can be traced, I think, to fears in the first days of life.  You may choose to try analyzing this speculatively, as I do.  You may choose to study Freud’s psychoanalytic approach which tries to glean from childhood remembering, what experiences produce the anxiety and psychosis you may have as an adult.  You may take a strict behaviorist approach and only call about and study what you can observe.  You may take a clinical approach that says, we’ll never know what made this problem, but here is how we can describe it, and here is how we treat it.
   Three big baby fears that follow us through life.
1.  Breathing and staying alive. Raw homeostasis

2.  Anything that can hurt us, physically, emotionally, socially.  More complex homeostasis.

3.  And our position in our family and community. .  Societal homeostasis.
