Lecture 5  Fearing Fire-  Flames and other learned fears.










Rick Rayfield
 Fear of flames- we learn that, and we learn lots of fears with which we are not born. How does fear get learned?
"Where is fancy bred, in the heart or in the head?"  That's Willy Wonka (Willy Wonka and the Chocolate Factory by Roald Dahl, played by Gene Wilder in the film.) quoting...who?  Not just what we fancy.   What we fear, where is that bred. 

   Whether intellectual or emotional, whether brain or hormones, fear is in large part bred.  We learn our passions and our demons.  We learn them.  How? 
Another song (hint hint), this one from Rogers and Hammerstein’s South Pacific
A short but haunting song-
You have got to be taught,  to hate and fear
Day after day, year after year.
It’s got to be drummed in your dear little eye.
You’ve got to be carefully taught.
You have got to be taught before it’s too late,
Before you are six, or seven, or  eight,
To hate all the people your relatives hate,
You’ve got to be carefully taught.
As  separate items, find a copy in the “Articles to Read”  folder on Blackboard  of James Watson's case of little Albert, who is conditioned to be afraid of a white rabbit fur.  The experiments involves a loud metal bar clanging whenever poor Albert reaches for the nice white rat ( a handy stimulus in Watson’s office).  I will explain why this is a good example of operant learning, not simply classical conditioning.  But first, go read the article.
   So start with baby’s startle response, an early learning experience.  The heart rate increases, the muscles twitch, the head orients or turns away (precocious fight/flight), the arms fly out, the baby may scream, cry, wrinkle face.  It seems unlearned (be careful of that assumption,  Kuo and others will argue with you that the baby may have learning it in utero or in one or two  trials as newborn.  Lorenz’s short but dense book The Evolution and Modification of Behavior summarizes these ontological questions and the main arguments pro and con.)
   So baby startles.  And this response is complex,  and not the same each time.  This is not a reflex in the sense that it is not simple and it is not reliable.  Other “stuff” is going on.
   Note that little Albert seems to startle not very much according to Watson.
Learning is defined as change in behavior due to experience.  This definition covers learning  by doing, learning by watch, and learning  by instruction
 The simplest form of learning is habituation.  A decrease is response due to repeated reaction to a stimulus.  Not fatigue.  You are learning NOT to respond to a stimulus.  Don’t blink in a staring contest.  You are distracted by noises while you study, but you gradually  (i.e. have experience)  “get used to them”, or decrease your response.  The World is wide and complex, we need to learn what to ignore,  what to not-respond to.  Habituation is a very active learning process.  We have lots of evidence that even after you have habituated  a response, and you appear to not be perceiving it, we show other evidence of having observed it.
  A baby learns not to be startled by every loud sound, every bright light, every tap on the shoulder.  If you observe this learning, it is not a smooth learning curve.  Great topics for learning class or human development.  For US, though,  it is the first model for learning related to fear. IF the startle is something that needs to continue, something protect.  Swatting mosquitoes.  Crying when the big dog comes near.  Jumping back from bright lights, as in flames. Being prepared for the onslaught that follows a loud sound.  IF the startle is adaptive, then we would expect it to continue.  And IF it is not adaptive, a waste of time and energy, then we would want it to habituate.
  The other simple form of learning which is the flip side of habituation, called sensitization.  This is where a response to a stimulus INCREASES with repetition.  You hear the wind,  and the more it blows, the more it “gets on your nerves”.  
  Either habituation or sensitization can become dysfunctional.  If you habituate to a dangerous stimulus, you are at risk.  Robert Duvall in Apocalypse Now is an example.  People are diving for cover, and wincing with each explosion.  He ignores warnings, and does not flinch at close calls.
   And if you fail to habituate to something that is in fact rationally unlikely to harm you- thunderstorms, lightning, bug, heights, open spaces, airplanes, then you may have a dysfunctional reaction.   Many fears and anxieties are the result of failure to habituate.  And as we will see, the most effective treatment is those cases is systematic desensitization, invented by Albert Ellis and others.  It is sometimes called Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy.  Essentially, the patient is taught a relaxation response, and then is presented with the fearful stimulus in small and then increasing forms, while the patient “relaxes” and habituation occurs.
  Failure to sensitize has its problems.  Not everyone can be Robert Duvall.  Lots of teens fail to see the dangers in their behaviors,  and why do males seem more prone to failure-to-sensitize, while females seem (in lots of studies too- see Barlow) more prone to failure-to-habituate?
     But look here.  We said the startle response is complex, not just a reflex.  And we have been talking about the function, the survival value, the good sense of our reactions.  While Watson and Elli see us as responding to stimuli, what we call the classical conditioning model,  or S-R (stimulus-response), or classical behaviorism (add Pavlov as founder and teacher of Watson, and predecessor of Ellis).  We do not simply by association.  We calculate values and pay-offs and risks and rewards.  Some of us do it better than others. Experience helps. Education helps. Talent helps.  This is why operant psychology, invented by Skinner, now has such power in psychology.  Behavior maybe be prodded by a stimulus, but it is controlled and controllable by its consequences.
   So as the baby startles, those startle responses may be functional, and be maintained because they work.  A newborn does not blink at a sudden object in the visual field.  Yet an infant will freeze and refuse to move when confronted with a visual cliff.  And blinking is learned (we think) and becomes one of our most reliable startle responses-  “made you blink!”    But bad luck with the environment may cause a baby to continue a startle response which should have habituated. How? Simple.  A parent or other person reinforces the startle “Oh poor baby”, and baby gets attention for continuing to be startled.  Thank god for peers who grab us from our doting parents and teach us life’s true dangers.  Which is why kids ignore parent’s wisdom on all the teen dangers-drugs, sex, cars- because mom and dad have been overly fearful for 13 years, almost turning  me into a scared ninny. No parents are not THAT bad. THEY ARE WORSE.  Most of the time they do not reinforce fearfulness,  just sometimes.  Sorry Charlie-  we know from basic laboratory research that reinforcing the behavior only occasionally makes it almost impossible to get rid of the behavior (extinction from intermittent reinforcement).
  Add on to protective parents  the good luck that can occur when we  are frightened. In the laboratory we can this superstition.  It happens to pigeons, monkey and people, at least.  Accidental reinforcement.  You see a rainbow, and then find a $10.00 bill.  Now you are looking for rainbows all the time.   You win $140 on your first $2 horse bet, and now you are addicted to gambling.  Works with fear too.  Worry about something.  Eventually it happens.  Justifies the worrying, and more worrying ensures.
  Fair enough,  some fears make sense.  You CAN be hit by lightning  (but you should know the 100 things more likely to kill you).  You can fall off a building or cliff while leaning out to see the view ( and you can fell your whole body get into these- you r AND branches are waving in the wind..
  Quick summary so far.  Fears can be failure to habituate the startle.  Fears can be reinforced by attention and other social benefits.  Fears can be due to accidental associate of events.
  Before this gets to long and complicated, I want to get to fire.  Most of us fear fire but also love to play with it. We are little pyromaniacs with our candles, cigarettes, and campfires (hey skeeters, we’re over here!  Actually the smoke wards them off, and your risk of lung cancer…..)   Clearly we learn to fear fire from our experience either getting burned or observing it.  As our culture has fewer fires, it will be interesting to see how fear of fire changes.  In small towns across America, men gather to learn to fight fires, and they gather in November to make fires and go hunting.  And yet a large part of the population now has no daily experience with fire, for heating or cooking.
  There are some psychoanalysts who see fire as  phallic.  Very dangerous, very aggressive, and consuming.  Yet easily extinguished times.  Fire as sacred, but also killing.  Fire is like the parent that loves, but who can also destroy you with lack of attention, withdrawal of love, etc.  The mature coping mechanisms are understanding, control, limits, intellectualization.  Not denial,  etc.
  So as children, we learn that many things are at once dangerous and also beneficial.  Plain old table salt can enhance your food or wreck its taste.  It can preserve food or destroy it..  We are being asked to function right at the limit, honing our perceptual and social skills.  Boys have to sit quietly and act politely around girls whose bellies are showing ,  and whose bodies show through their clothes.  The boy had better say and do the right thing.  Look, say the right thing, but don’ touch and don’t say the wrong thing, which is almost identical to the right thing.  The salt and the sex are dangerous in their own right, but we have the added problem of being judged by how you handle it.  Your membership in the tribe/clan/clique depends on it.
  I leave you with a childhood fear that develops in toddlers.  We all hate to get our bodies hurt from day one.  And eventually, maybe age one year, we recognize ourselves in a mirror. Way before that we recognize mommy and daddy.  We spit out what tastes bad, scream when bruised, avoid falling as we learn to walk.  The interesting thing that kicks it is a fear of body disintegrity, your own or anyone else’s.  The child learns to see the body as healthy, and variations from it become threatening.  This may be related to early bruises, scrapes, and cuts.  Kids are fascinated by scars, beauty marks, etc. “That lady has a fat nose, daddy.”   But be careful, you can make a kid cry.  Pretend you have lost your hand, or pretend to break your nose by popping your thumbnail on your teeth, and many toddler will start crying.  Though you express no pain, they act as if you are hurting them by “hurting” yourself.  Perhaps they are afraid they will be submitted to this.  Perhaps they are afraid of a world where these things happen.  Perhaps, like the psychoanalytic interpretation of fire, they foresee their own body changing, adolescence, aging, death and your game is presenting this life fears.  Disintegrity of the body is a metaphor for the destruction of the body.  How many fears we have are related to fear of death, others’ but especially our own?  Rationally we wish to hold onto what we have learned is valuable in life. Maybe we have learned to fear what comes after? Why are there so many St Peter jokes?
  The science of learning has some other pointer for us about how come fear such as wide variety of things.  I would just like to close the lecture by pointing out that since we have such different individual learning experience,  it should not surprise us that fear is so diverse.  Fear is wide, not weird. And it is born in the heart and in the head.    Fancy that. 
( “Where is fancy bred?”   was Shylock speaking in  Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice Act III Scene 2)       
