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INTRODUCTION

There is a phrase that echoes through
childhood bedrooms, horror movie
climaxes, and the quiet moments of our
own inner fears: “Don’t turn out the
lights.” It is a simple plea, yet it carries
immense weight. Whether spoken by a
child afraid of what lurks under the bed
or whispered in a song that captures a
moment of vulnerability, this phrase taps
into a universal human experience. Light

means safety, clarity, and connection.
Darkness, on the other hand, often
represents the unknown, the hidden, and
the unsettling. In this article, we will
explore the many layers of meaning
behind “Don’t turn out the lights,” from
the psychology of fear to the comfort of
illumination, and discover why this small
phrase resonates so deeply with so
many people.

THE LITERAL INTERPRETATION:
FEAR OF THE DARK AND
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At its most basic level, “Don’t turn out
the lights” is a cry from those who fear
the dark. Nyctophobia, or an extreme
fear of the dark, is one of the most
common phobias in childhood. It is a
natural evolutionary response: our
ancestors relied on daylight to see
predators and threats, so darkness
signaled danger. For children, this fear is
amplified by an active imagination.
Shadows become monsters, creaks
become footsteps, and the absence of
light makes the world feel vast and
uncontrollable.

The RREBF™
Nightlights and
Comfort Objects

Many parents know the ritual well: a
nightlight plugged into the wall, a
favorite stuffed animal clutched tightly,
and the repeated request, “Please don’t
turn out the lights.” These small acts of
reassurance help children feel safe
enough to fall asleep. Nightlights provide
just enough illumination to banish the
deepest shadows, while comfort objects
offer a sense of control and familiarity.
The phrase “Don’t turn out the lights”
becomes a nightly mantra, a way for
children to assert some power over their
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environment.

When the Fear
Persists into
Adulthood

While most people outgrow nyctophobia,
many adults still experience a mild
unease in total darkness. This is normal.
The brain remains wired to be alert when
it cannot see its surroundings. Adults
might leave a hallway light on, sleep
with the television on low, or keep a
lamp burning in the corner of the room.
The request “Don’t turn out the lights”
may evolve, but it never fully
disappears.

THE PSYCHOLOGICAL COMFORT
OF LIGHT

Light does more than just help us see—it
profoundly affects our mood, cognition,
and sense of safety. Exposure to light,
especially natural light, regulates our
circadian rhythms, boosts serotonin
production, and improves alertness.
When someone says “Don’t turn out the
lights,” they are often asking for more
than just illumination; they are asking for
emotional stability and comfort.

Light as a



Symbol of Safety

In many cultures, light is synonymous
with goodness, knowledge, and
protection. A well-lit room feels
welcoming and secure. Darkness, by
contrast, is linked to mystery, danger,
and ignorance. This symbolic contrast is
why horror movies use darkness so
effectively. The moment the lights go
out, the audience knows something
terrible is about to happen. The plea
“Don’t turn out the lights” becomes a
wish to avoid that coming threat.

The Science of

lllumination and
Sleep

Interestingly, while darkness is
necessary for deep sleep, complete
absence of light can be distressing.
Some people use dim nightlights or
smart bulbs that mimic moonlight to
create a gentle sleep environment.
Others find that a small amount of light
prevents nightmares or sleep paralysis.
For them, “Don’t turn out the lights” is
not about staying awake—it is about
creating a safe threshold between
consciousness and the vulnerable state
of sleep.
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CULTURALANDtMUSICAESs. Other songs, like

REFERENCES: THE PHRASE IN

POP CULTURE

The phrase “Don’t turn out the lights”
has appeared in music, film, and
literature for decades. It often serves as
a metaphor for holding onto hope, love,
or awareness in a moment of transition
or crisis.

Songs That Echo
the Feeling

One of the most notable uses is in the
1977 song “Don’t Turn Out the Lights”
by The Rolling Stones. In that context,
the lyrics speak to a desire to keep a
connection alive, to not let a relationship

“Turn Out the Lights” by Julien Baker,
explore themes of depression and the
struggle to keep going when everything
feels dark. In each case, the request to
keep the lights on is a request to keep
something precious from ending.

Horror Movies
and the Ultimate
Warning

In horror cinema, “Don’t turn out the
lights” is often uttered right before
something terrible happens. It is a
classic trope: the character who ignores
the warning and plunges the room into



darkness is usually the first to meet a
grim fate. Films like “Lights Out” (2016)
build entire plots around the terror of
darkness, reinforcing how deeply
ingrained this fear is in our collective
psyche.

METAPHORICAL MEANING: A
PLEA FOR HOPE AND
AWARENESS

Beyond its literal and pop culture
meanings, “Don’t turn out the lights”
serves as a powerful metaphor for
resilience, mindfulness, and the refusal
to give up. In moments of despair,
depression, or grief, the “lights”
represent hope, clarity, and the will to
keep going.

Staying Awake to
Life's Challenges

When someone feels overwhelmed by
life, they might be tempted to “turn out
the lights”—to shut down, withdraw, or
numb themselves. The phrase “Don’t
turn out the lights” becomes an inner
voice or an external plea from loved
ones, urging them to stay present, to
keep fighting, to remain aware even
when it is painful. It is a call to face the
darkness rather than hide from it.

The Light of
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Consciousness

In spiritual and philosophical contexts,
light often represents consciousness or
enlightenment. “Don’t turn out the
lights” can be interpreted as a reminder
to stay mindful, to not fall into automatic
behavior or unconsciousness. It
encourages us to remain curious,
engaged, and open to growth, even
when the path ahead seems unclear.

“DON’'T TURN OUT THE LIGHTS”
AS A SURVIVAL INSTINCT

From an evolutionary perspective, our
aversion to darkness is a survival
mechanism. Humans are diurnal
creatures—we are designed to be active
during the day and to rest at night in a

safe place. When we cannot see, we are
vulnerable to predators, accidents, and
threats. The instinct to keep a light on is
rooted in this primal need for security.

Why We Sleep
with Lights On

Many people, even without a diagnosed
phobia, prefer some light while they
sleep. A 2020 study published in Nature
found that even dim light during sleep
can negatively affect cardiovascular
health and blood sugar regulation, yet
many individuals still choose to keep a
light on for comfort. This shows how
powerful the psychological need for light
can overwhelm biological imperatives.
The request “Don’t turn out the lights”



is, at its core, a request to feel safe.

OVERCOMING THE FEAR:
PRACTICAL TIPS FOR EMBRACING
DARKNESS

While the fear of darkness is natural,
there are ways to reduce its hold on us.
Learning to feel comfortable in the dark
can be empowering and can help
improve sleep quality. Here are some
practical strategies for those who
frequently say “Don’t turn out the
lights”:

e Gradual exposure: Start by
dimming the lights a little more
each night rather than turning
them off all at once. This helps
your brain adjust slowly.

e Use a smart nightlight: Some

nightlights are designed to
gradually fade over 30-60
minutes, allowing you to fall
asleep with light and then
transition into darkness without
sudden change.

Practice deep breathing: When
the urge to keep the lights on
rises, take slow, deep breaths. Tell
yourself, “I am safe. The dark does
not hurt me.”

Reframe the narrative: Instead
of thinking of darkness as
dangerous, try to see it as
peaceful and restorative. Think of
it as a soft blanket that helps you
rest.

Seek professional help if
needed: For those with intense
nyctophobia that disrupts daily
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life, cognitive behavioral therapy
(CBT) can be very effective in
rewiring fearful thought patterns.

THE BEAUTY OF DARKNESS:
FINDING PEACE IN THE NIGHT

It is important to remember that
darkness is not inherently bad. The night
sky holds stars, the moon, and a
quietness that many cherish. A balanced
view of darkness can help us appreciate
both light and shadow. When we learn to
stop saying “Don’t turn out the lights”
with fear, we might start saying it with a
different tone—one of wonder for the
calm that darkness can bring.

Connecting with
the Night

People who camp, stargaze, or practice
night meditation often speak of a deep
peace that comes from embracing the
dark. They learn to navigate with their
other senses, to listen more carefully,
and to feel more connected to the
natural world. The goal is not to
eliminate the fear of darkness entirely,
but to transform it into respect and
curiosity.

Balance Is Key

There is a time for light and a time for
darkness. The healthiest relationship



with either one comes from choice, not
fear. If you choose to keep a light on
because you enjoy it or because it helps
you rest, that is perfectly valid. The
problem arises only when the fear of
darkness controls your decisions.
Learning to say “Don’t turn out the
lights” from a place of preference, rather
than panic, is a sign of growth.

CONCLUSION

“Don’t turn out the lights” is far more
than a childhood plea or a horror movie
trope. It is a phrase that captures our
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deepest need for safety, connection, and
hope. Whether we use it literally to keep
the night at bay or metaphorically to
hold onto what matters most, these five
words remind us of the power of
illumination—both physical and
emotional. As you go through your own
days and nights, remember that it is
okay to ask for light when you need it.
And when you are ready, you might find
that the darkness has its own quiet gifts
to offer. In the end, the choice to turn
out the lights—or not—is yours to make,
and that choice is a small but meaningful
act of self-care.
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