The Psychology Of The Unseen

Idea In Short

The brain treats an empty space in its information as a problem to be solved immediately,
and it solves that problem by filling the gap with the worst possible explanation. A creaking
door at midnight is frightening precisely because nothing is visible yet, and that blank space
gets filled with whatever the mind fears most, often worse than anything that could actually
be behind the door. Research on uncertainty, sleep, and anxiety all point the same direction,
the unknown reliably produces more stress than a known, even severe, threat. Horror films
and novels exploit this directly by hiding the monster rather than showing it, letting the
audience's own imagination do the frightening work. Five practical habits, naming the fear,
gathering one concrete fact, asking the worst-case question, setting a time limit on worry,
and saying the fear aloud, can shrink that imagined threat back down to a manageable size.

Imagine a door creaking at night, at midnight. Hearing the sound but no sight, and heart
races. Now imagine that the door opens and a man wearing a plastic mask is standing in
front of you. It's strange, but a part of you lets out a sigh of relief, finally, there's a shape to
the threat.

The mind does not like any empty space. If it does not go away, it does not leave the gap
empty. It paints in the darkest of the dark scenes.

Fear of the Unknown Is Ancient

The oldest and strongest fear is the fear of the unknown, by the writer H. P. Lovecraft.
Researchers have been mulling the same thought. According to a 2016 study published in
Journal of Anxiety Disorders, there is fear of the unknown that lurks under all other fears,
just like a root under a tree.

Try opening a reading app and diving into a horror story, you might encounter a truly
terrifying, vividly described clown or ghost. Yes, that's scary. But when you come across
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free novels where it's impossible to predict who the enemy is, what they're capable of, or
even whether they exist outside of the protagonist's mind, that's a whole new level of
horror. By the way, FictionMe is the perfect place to explore a wide range of emotions: from
romantic adventures to stories that tap into primal instincts.

Logically, it makes sense in terms of evolution. The wind may be the only sound heard as
one moves through the tall grass. Perhaps it's a leopard too. Our grandparents who guessed
"leopard" lived long enough so they could have children, we have inherited their nervous
habits.

What the Brain Does With Missing Information

The amygdala is buried deep in the brain and is a small group of cells that is able to scan for
danger. When signaled, it makes an assessment of the threat and calms down. With a vague
one? It continues to buzz the alarm bell, just in case.

That is why a shadow in the hallways will be worse than a close up picture of a spider for
me. You can measure the spider. The shadow cannot be measured.

Not Knowing Can Hurt More Than Knowing

In 2016, scientists at University College London conducted a clever test.1 Virtual rocks were
turned over by volunteers, some of the rocks contained snakes. If you encountered a snake
a mild electro shock would be delivered. The twist was that the odds continually shifted.

The chance of snakes was about fifty-fifty, and that was when stress levels reached their
peak, not when it was a hard and certain shock. Take some time on that. A sure thing was
easier to deal with than a maybe. There is no doubt that you can prepare. Maybe all you can
do is wait.

Why Great Horror Hides the Monster

This was learned the hard way by filmmakers. The mechanical shark constantly suffered
from breakdowns while filming Jaws, so Spielberg only introduced it into the movie for brief
moments. The outcome is one of the scariest movies ever recorded. The music was played
and the viewer could see only a fin and fill in the rest for himself.
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The same trick is used by writers. Sometimes a line like this works better than three pages
describing the creature directly.

Something moved behind the curtain

The reader creates the monster to fit their fears, and there's no special effects team that can
match that.

The Dark Takes Away Our Strongest Sense

Sight is the most trusted sense of all of us. Turn off the lights and trust goes out the window.
Little noises become louder and regular furniture becomes crouching figures.

The same is true for sleep science. Researchers recently published a study in Current
Biology, dating back to 2016, which revealed that both sides of the brain are more alert on
the first night of their stay in a new location, like a night watchman.2 The body doesn't seem
so fond of sleeping where it can't look out for trouble.

Everyday Versions of the Unseen

This isn't something you need to see in a haunted house. Yes, there are far more vivid
demonstrations of this fear on your iOS device, but it haunts everyone in everyday life, too.
An unusual sound from the car engine. A clinic that promises to "call you back with the
results." A message that's been read but has no reply. Each one is a small, dark room.

It can be quite normal for anxiety to creep up from time to time. WEF estimates 301 million
people had an anxiety disorder in 2019.3 To many of them, doubt is the gas they run on.

Why Words on a Screen Can Still Scare You

It's a phenomenon that happens in Reading, too. If you click on a spooky story on a website
that offers stories to read online, you get only words. You need to create the face, the
footsteps, the cellar in your mind. That is the mental effort that is what makes the story stick.
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There are a lot of people who read in this manner today. According to a 2021 Pew Research
Center survey, approximately one-third, or 35%, of American adults had read an e-book in
the previous year.4 It can be a ghost story at night or a thriller in the car on the way to work,
the scariest of them all is the one you make up yourself.

Five Ways to Shrink an Imagined Fear

You cannot delete uncertainty from life. You can make it smaller, though. None of these five
habits require special training, and each one works by giving the brain the one thing an
unresolved fear denies it, a concrete piece of information to settle on instead of a gap to
keep filling. Try these:

Name it. Write down exactly what you fear, in one plain sentence

Get one fact. Turn on the light, read the manual, call the clinic

Ask the hard question. What is the worst outcome, and what would | do next?

Set a worry window. Ten minutes a day, then stop

Say it out loud to someone you trust
A fear written on paper almost always looks smaller than the one spinning in your head. The

point of all five habits is the same, trading an open-ended worry for a fixed, specific one that
the mind can actually finish processing instead of circling endlessly.

When Fear Stops Being Normal

There can be a healthy amount of fear. It makes us wary. However, if it's wreaking havoc in
your sleep or work, or your relationships, then it deserves attention. The U.S. National
Institute of Mental Health estimates that approximately 12.5 percent of American adults will

develop a particular phobia sometime in their life.5

Tools can be taught by a therapist and there is good evidence for CBT. Don't be afraid to
ask for assistance. It's just a brighter light.

Final Thoughts: Turn On the Light

In the absence of something the brain won't leave a blank, and therefore what we cannot
see frightens us. It tells its own tale and its tale is seldom one that is kind. If you do know
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this, it is a slight edge.

The next time the door creaks, stop and find out what you really know. The truth is likely to
be a lot less terrifying than the story you've already written in your imagination.

TUncertainty can cause more stress than inevitable pain

2Night watch in one brain hemisphere during sleep

3An overlooked priority: mental health

4Three-in-ten Americans now read e-books

S5Help for fears and phobias

Summary

The brain's dislike of unfilled gaps explains why a shadow unsettles more than a clearly
visible threat, why horror writers hide the monster rather than describe it, and why a
message left on read without a reply can feel disproportionately alarming. None of this
means fear itself is a flaw, a healthy amount of it keeps people appropriately wary of real
danger. The problem starts when that same mechanism runs constantly and starts
interfering with sleep, work, or relationships, at which point it has moved from a useful alarm
system into something that deserves direct attention and, often, professional support.
Turning on the light, literally or figuratively, rarely eliminates every reason for concern, but it
almost always replaces an invented worst case with a smaller, more accurate one.
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