FORECLOSURE

By Barry Brody, Ph.D., L.M.F.T.

No I am not thinking about mortgages and people losing their homes.
I am thinking of the mental magic we all can perform to close our mind’s eye and avoid experiencing something painful.  I call this ability the foreclosure of experience.

It has multiple faces.  You are probably familiar with the exaggerated forms it takes—the phobias.  Persons with claustrophobia can’t tolerate small, enclosed spaces so they avoid going in elevators or tunnels.  People with agoraphobia avoid open spaces, so they avoid going outside, and persons with social phobia cannot tolerate being in groups so they avoid large social gatherings.

Then there are people like the singer Carly Simon, who experience stage fright when they perform in front of a live audience so, for many years, she stopped appearing on stage.

All these people have chosen to avoid the experience which they believe they cannot endure.  As one of my patients said to me, “I hate roller coasters.  I have no control.  But if you gave me a switch that would let me control the ride, then I could go on one.”  Until he finds the switch he will not be riding any rollercoasters.

Of course you may think that this does not apply to you.  That you don’t suffer from any phobias, or that you don’t avoid painful experiences.  That probably isn’t true.  We all have things we shy away from.  If we get really good at it, we don’t even know that we are doing this.  Until something happens out of the blue, and we don’t have time to get our avoidance mechanisms in place.  Then we realize that there is something we have been avoiding.

In the consulting room I see this with every patient.  They all want to avoid some experience, usually the one that has driven them to seek therapy.  Most patients don’t recognize this, but want the doctor to make the experience, feeling or memory to disappear without the necessary confrontation.  Some doctors unwittingly do this because they are uncomfortable with their patient’s “unease”.  The doctor will change the focus or shift the topic and the patient is spared once again. In this manner, the doctor and the patient can avoid getting to the painful experiences. What’s the old saying, out of sight, out of mind?   

So as you move through life, take a peek and see if you can enjoy the ride and let the experience unfold.  If you can’t, if you need to control the experience, if you do something to avoid or alter the experience, then you too have developed the ability to foreclose the experience. If you are interested in altering your foreclosure ability, you might just find a doctor that can tolerate your dis-ease.
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