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The Meaning of Fear

Fear is a force that is always ready to
make its move for domination over a
personality or a society. It can only

be controlled when it is understood.
Here, an examination of this powerful
emotion in some of its many facets —
not the least as an ally of man . . .

[JPerhaps the most telling observation ever made
about fear is that it always relates to the future.
You cannot be afraid of the immediate present; you
cannot be afraid of the past. Neither can you be
afraid of a thing, a person or a situation; you can
only be frightened of what that thing or person
might do, or of what might happen. You may fear
that something has already happened, but this too
relates to the future because what you really fear is
your own discovery that the dreaded event has
occurred.

For fear, by definition, is an emotion caused by
impending danger or evil. Therefore it can only be
validated when events are beyond the control of
those it occupies. Since few matters in the ordinary
course of life are totally beyond one’s control, fear
is a prerequisite to our well-being and even sur-
vival. One is afraid of what might happen; one
takes action to prevent it from happening or to
mitigate the consequences; more often than not,
the pre-emptive action has the desired effect.

This can be seen best in the world of nature, in
which fear, though it may go by different names, is
general. A hare will flee from an attacking lynx; a
bear will shrink back shuddering from the ap-
proach of a forest fire. No matter how mighty,
every creature possesses the instinct to recoil from
danger. There must be times when lions cringe;
otherwise lions would be extinct.

The driver who wheels out of the path of a near-
collision, the housewife who grabs a child about to
tumble down the stairs — each experiences fear in

this same essence. Fear is nature’s great alarm
system, enabling all the creatures of the earth to
obviate harm.

But among human beings there is always a
danger that fear will cease to function as a useful
servant and become the master. It can take control
of a personality. It can gain dominance over whole
nations. It has the potential to rule the world.

Franklin D. Roosevelt showed a keen under-
standing of the limitless power of fear when, with
the economy of the United States seemingly tumb-
ling down on the heads of bewildered Americans,
he told them that all they had to fear was fear
itself. The “nameless, unreasoning, unjustified ter-
ror” of which he spoke makes a good example of the
conversion of fear from a beneficial instinct into a
menace in its own right.

When the Great Depression first broke out,
people reacted with panic. This is a natural mani-
festation of fear, often seen in the animal world.
But instead of recovering from their initial panic,
as an animal will do, and then taking action to deal
with the danger before them, people slid into the
hopeless inertia which is a mark of cowardice.
Cowardice is a uniquely human characteristic born
of another such characteristic, imagination. When
the imagination takes a positive track, man is full
of strength and courage. When it turns negative,
he becomes a helpless slave of fear.

“It knows no master but one. His name is under-
standing.” Thus an essay in the Duluth Bulletin
identifies a vital feature of the nature of fear.






