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New research into the fields of philosophy and social psychology have suggested that death might be the ‘worm at the core’[footnoteRef:2] of our psyche and builds upon the Pulitzer Prize winning book from Ernest Becker (1924-1974), the Denial of Death[footnoteRef:3]. Becker’s theory is that humans create symbolic and complicated civilizations as defensive mechanisms designed to buttress their innate fear of dying, which has created the modern field of (TMT) Terror Management Theory.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Sheldon Solomon, Tom Pyszczynski and Jeff Greenberg, The Worm at the Core: On the Role of Death in Life London: Penguin Books, (2016).]  [3:  Ernest Becker, The Denial of Death. New York, NY, USA: Free Press, (1973).]  [4:   Tom Pyszczynski, Sheldon Solomon, and Jeff Greenberg. ‘Thirty Years of Terror Management Theory’, Advances in Experimental Social Psychology, 52: (2015) pp. 1–70, <DOI: 10.1016/bs.aesp.2015.03.001>] 

Becker’s book focuses on how humans anxiously strategize to evade their fear of death by escaping into a desire for immortality. Becker asserts that human beings create and adapt their morals, cultures and behaviours around denying mortality. Culture provides humans with a sense of belonging and gives them identity while enabling them to forget their fragility:
This is the terror: to have emerged from nothing, to have a name, consciousness of self, deep inner feelings, an excruciating inner yearning for life and self-expression and with all this yet to die.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Becker, The denial of Death, p87] 

Furthermore, Becker argues that clinging to social constructions is how human beings attain self-esteem in a world where they know they are destined to die.
They earn this feeling by carving out a place in nature, by building an edifice that reflects human value: a temple, a cathedral, a totem pole, a sky scraper, a family that spans three generations. The hope and belief is that the things that man creates in society are of lasting worth and meaning, that they outlive or outshine death and decay, that man and his products count.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Ibid, p, 5] 

Becker attempts to expose the consequences of clinging to social constructs by claiming that when humans attach themselves to ideologies such as nation, religion or politics, they can feel immortal. However, attachments to these constructed identities make people feel powerful to such a degree that they can harm those that do not subscribe to their worldview, while simultaneously declaring themselves heroes because they are seeking heroic immortality projects:
 The root of humanly caused evil is not man’s animal nature, not territorial aggression, or innate selfishness, but our need to gain self-esteem, deny our mortality, and achieve a heroic self-image.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Sam Keen, ‘Foreword’, in ‘The Denial of Death’, by Ernest Becker (S.L: Profile Books Ltd, 2020), p, 6.] 

The contemporary research that culminated in the theory of TMT and resulted from Becker’s philosophy, began in 1986.[footnoteRef:8] The theory posits that when thoughts of death enter people’s awareness, they try to understand and suppress the fear, which then increases their thoughts of death outside of awareness. Individuals then employ the belief in cultural worldviews to bolster self-esteem, which reduce thoughts of death outside of their awareness and avoids the fear. The theory maintains that self-esteem is the personal measure of how well a person is living up to their cultural values and ‘that the need for self-esteem is uniquely human, and exists because of our capacities for symbolic, temporal, and self-reflective thought’.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  Jeff Greenberg, Tom Pyszczynski and Sheldon Solomon, ‘The Causes and Consequences of a Need for Self-Esteem: A Terror Management Theory’. In: Baumeister, R.F. (eds), Public Self and Private Self. Springer Series in Social Psychology, (1986).  <DOI: 10.1007/978-1-4613-9564-5_10 >.]  [9:  Greenberg et al., The Causes and Consequences of a Need for Self-Esteem: A Terror Management Theory. (p196).] 

Pyszczynski et al[footnoteRef:10] note that conscious thoughts of death are defended with nearby ‘proximal’ defences which suppress and push the problem of death into the distant future, whereas distant ‘distal’ defences appear to have no logical relationship to the problem of death but enable the person to defend themselves against death by believing themselves to be a valuable contributor in a meaningful world. [10: Tom Pyszczynski, Jeff Greenberg, and Sheldon Solomon, ‘A Dual-Process Model of Defence Against Conscious and Unconscious Death-Related Thoughts: An Extension of Terror Management Theory’, Psychological Review, Vol. 106.4, (1999), (p835) <DOI:10.1037/0033-259X.106.4.835>.] 

Failure to live up to these values can have negative consequences and impact a whole host of human behaviours from aggression and depression to legal judgements and political preferences. In one of the more than 500 studies empirically researched by TMT advocates[footnoteRef:11], municipal court judges in America were asked to set the bond for a prostitute after they had been reminded of their own mortality via a survey, the control group were not reminded of their mortality prior to setting bond and enforced the average bond of $50, but judges reminded of their death enforced a very punitive bond of $455, a nine-fold increase.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  Kenneth Vail, Jeff Greenberg and Tom Pyszczynski. ‘Chapter Three - Terror Management Theory and Research: How the Desire for Death Transcendence Drives Our Strivings for Meaning and Significance’, ScienceDirect, Vol. 1, (2014) pp.85-134 <DOI: 10.1016/bs.adms.2014.08.003 >.]  [12:  Abram Rosenblatt and others, ‘Evidence for Terror Management Theory: I. The Effects of Mortality Salience on Reactions to Those Who Violate or Uphold Cultural Values’. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology. Vol. 4, (1989). pp. 681-90. < DOI:10.1037/0022-3514.57.4.681 >.] 

However, some critics have argued that the results of TMT experiments regarding death anxiety can better be explained as by-products of natural selection and how humans have evolved to react to a variety of functions, including the ability to defend against other people, triggered by death-related thoughts.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Lee A. Kirkpatrick and Carlos David Navarrete, ‘Reports of My Death Anxiety Have Been Greatly Exaggerated: A Critique of Terror Management Theory from an Evolutionary Perspective’ in Psychological Inquiry, Vol:17, Issue 4, (2006) pp. 288-298. <DOI: 10.1080/10478400701366969 >.] 

In addition, some researchers have criticised TMT for not distinguishing a fear of death from a fear of dying. They argue that the fear of death is more to do with some other fear, like fear of pain or fear of the unknown.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Nicholas R. Carleton, ‘Fear of the unknown: One Fear to Rule Them all?’ in Journal of Anxiety Disorders, Vol: 41, (2016), pp. 5-21.  <DOI: 10.1016/j.janxdis.2016.03.011 >] 

Despite these objections, TMT remains a strong body of evidence for the original thoughts of Becker and still holds credibility within philosophy and psychology. The theory has best been adumbrated and popularised by the 2003 documentary ‘Flight from Death: The Quest for Immortality’[footnoteRef:15]. [15:  Gabriel Byrne, and others, Flight from Death: The Quest for Immortality [video]. 2003 <https://video-alexanderstreet-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/watch/flight-from-death-the-quest-for-immortality?utm_campaign=Video&utm_medium=MARC&utm_source=aspresolver> [Accessed 21 October 2022].] 
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