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Abstract: Solomon,Greenberg, and Pyszczyinskio®erexperimental con-

¯rmation for Ernest Becker's claim that the fear of death is a powerful un-

consciousmotive producing polarized worldviews and scapegoating. Their

suggestionthat their ¯ndings also prove Freud's theory of repression,with

worldviewsas its irrational products, is questionable,although Becker's own

statements about worldviewsas"illusions" seemto invite such interpretation.

Their basictheory doesnot depend on this, and abandoningit would enable

them to take better advantageof their ¯nding that worldviews incorporating

the valuesof rationalit y and tolerancetend to counteract polarization e®ects.

SheldonSolomon, Je® Greenberg, and Tom Pyszczyinski share Ernest Becker's belief

that the task of social scienceis to foster cultural world viewsthat \maximize opportunities

for individual growth and development while minimizing the con°icts that historically occur

as a result of collisionsbetweendi®erent death-denying visions of reality." They also share

his belief that the central problem with cultural world views is the dangerof polarization|

that is, their tendency to divide the world up into a \their" side and an \our" side, a side

of demonicevil and a side of the angels. I am pleasedto have beeninvited to comment on

their discussionof their research in \T alesFrom the Crypt" becauseI too sharetheir concern

about the importance and possibledangerousnessof world views and becauseI think their

experimental studiesof the empirical basisof Becker's analysisof human psychology make
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an important contribution to understandingthesematters. I also welcomethe opportunit y

their essay o®ersfor the clari¯cation of someissuesthey bring up in their analysesof the im-

plications of their ¯ndings. Theseare issuesthat I believe are important, and it is good that

they have raisedthem|although in somecasesI must di®erregardingtheir interpretations.

I would like to begin with a quick overview of Becker's (and the article authors') basic

ideas,then discusswhat I think are someof the problematic or ambiguousaspectsof these.

Then, in whatever spacemay be left, I will try to placeBecker's contribution to the psychol-

ogy of world views in a larger framework that includesother approaches,particularly those

of mimetic and developmental psychology.

The Thought of Ernest Becker

As the authors remind us, Becker said that human beings have evolved to be self-

conscious,but this capacity has brought with it the awarenessof possibility and futurit y

and therefore of possibledeath. Following such revisionist Freudians as Otto Rank and

Gregory Zilboorg, Becker thought that awarenessof the possibility of death would produce

crippling fear if it remained constantly in the forefront of attention. As he put it in The

Denial of Death, \...the fear of death must be present behind all our normal functioning, in

order for the organismto be armed toward self-preservation. But the fear of death cannot

be present constantly in one's mental functioning, else the organism could not function"

(Becker 1973,16). It thereforemust be \repressed," which means(Becker quotesZilboorg)

\more than to put away and to forget that which wasput away and the placewherewe put

it. It meansalsoto maintain a constant psychologicale®ort to keepthe lid on and inwardly

never relax our watchfulness" (17).

In their analysisof Becker's thought the authors focuson cultural world viewsand self-

esteemas the principal instruments peopleuse to keepthe terror of death at bay. In The

Denial of Death Becker used the term \hero project" for both of thesetogether. \Society
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itself is a codi¯ed hero system," he says there, \whic h meansthat society everywhereis a

living myth of the signi¯canceof human life, a de¯ant creation of meaning" (7). Self-esteem

(successin the hero project) dependsupon a heroic enterprise to carry out, which in turn

meansthat there must bea world view that embracesheroicvaluesand interprets the cosmos

as a theater for heroic action.

Becker goeson to say there that this means\[e]very society is thus a `religion' whether

it thinks so or not..."|a point on which the authors agree,since, as they put it, there is

no way unambiguously to con¯rm the veracity of a world view, and it must therefore be

held on faith. There is an important truth in this, I think, and it is certainly a reasonwhy

Becker's thought should be of interest to readersof Zygon. The article authors and Becker

both take a further step,however, whenthey equateworld view with \illusion." The authors

say that \culture consistsof sharedillusions that serve to ameliorate anxiety," and Becker

himself says, \Each historical society...is a hopeful mysti¯cation or a determinedlie" (Becker

1975,124). That somethingcannot be veri¯ed with unambiguousproof doesnot, however,

necessarilymeanit is illusory. This is a point I will have to return to later, sinceit represents

an important problem area in Becker's thought as well as that of the terror management

theorists.

To proceed, however, with Becker's basic ideas, he goes on from the statement just

quoted to say, \If each historical society is in someways a lie or a mysti¯cation, the study

of society becomesthe revelation of the lie. The comparative study of society becomes

the assessment of how high are the costsof this lie" (125). Here is where the problem of

polarization comesin: \These costscan be tallied in roughly two ways," he says, \in terms

of the tyranny practiced within the society, and in terms of the victimage practiced against

aliens or `enemies'outside it." This problem, victimization and scapegoating, becamethe

focus of his last book, Escape From Evil. At the beginning of that he said his previous
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works \did not take su±cient account of truly vicious human behavior" and that in this one

he would \attempt to show that man's natural and inevitable urge to deny mortalit y and

achieve a heroic self-imageare the root causesof human evil" (1975,xvii). He did not cease

to believe that e®ective cultural hero projects remain an important need,but the last book

showed a greatly increasedsensitivity to their possiblecostsand destructiveness:

If you talk about heroicsthat costmountains of human life, you have to ¯nd out why

such heroicsare practiced in a given social system: who is scapegoatingwhom, what

social classesare excludedfrom heroism, what there is in the social structure that

drivesthe society blindly to self-destructive heroics,etc. Not only that, but you have

to actually set up somekind of liberating ideal, somekind of life-giving alternative

to the thoughtless and destructive heroism; you have to begin to scheme to give

to man an opportunit y for heroic victory that is not a simple re°ex of narcissistic

scapegoating. (126)

Becker's explanation of the reasonfor scapegoatingand the polarizedvision it expresses

is psychoanalytic (drawing more on Jung than on Freud): he speaksof \pro jection of the

shadow," that is, of aspectsof oneselfthat onedoesnot wish to recognize(mortalit y, threats

to self-esteem,etc.), and says, \It is preciselythe split-o® senseof inferiorit y and animality

which is projected onto the scapegoatand then destroyed symbolically with him" (95).

The article authors' explanation for such polarization placesthe emphasismore on so-

ciology. Referring to the thought of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966), they say

that \the mere existenceof others who have radically di®erent beliefs about the nature of

reality posesan explicit challengeto the claimsof absolutetruth madeon behalfof one'sown

point of view, thus undermining the anxiety-bu®eringcapacity of that world view." This is

a good point, and it is certainly in accordwith Becker's insistencein Denial of Death on the

importanceof social support for belief in the hero system: \...man simply cannot justify his

own heroism;he cannot ¯t himself into his own cosmicplan and make it believable" (1973,

196). He even describesneurosisasrooted in \the failure to be consoledby sharedillusions"
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(197).

Certainly Becker would have consideredboth explanationspertinent, even if he himself

placed more emphasison the psychoanalytic. Another psychoanalytic idea that he also

found pertinent to the problem of polarization is transference,a concept that the terror

management theorists have not yet focusedon in their experimental program, but one that

Becker consideredabsolutely central to numerousissues. Transferenceis a concept Freud

developed to explain the behavior he observed in his patients when they alternately either

dei¯ed or demonizedhim, treating him as though he had immensepower for either good or

harm toward them. Thesetwo patterns Freud termed\negative" and \p ositive" transference.

In Becker's framework, scapegoatingcould be described as a sort of negative transference,

while the adulation of heroic leadersin an attempt to participate in their heroic stature

would be positive transference.

\Gradually ," says Becker, \through the works of Adler, Rank, Fromm, Jung, and others,

we have seena shift to a more comprehensive view of transference,building on Freud. So

that today we can say that transferenceis a re°ex of the fatalit y of the human condition.

Transferenceto a powerful other takescareof the overwhelmingnessof the universe.Trans-

ferenceto a powerful other handlesthe fear of life and death" (1975,127). But it doesnot

handle it well: \In the negative transferencethe object becomesthe focalization of terror,

but now experiencedas evil and constraint" (1973, 146), the scapegoat for all our fears

and vulnerabilit y. The positive transferenceobject|the good doctor, the heroic leader|

may o®erus comfort, but at the cost of reducing us to infantilism and virtual bondage:

\The transferenceobject becomesthe focus of the problem of one's freedom becauseone

is compulsively dependent on it; it sumsup all other natural dependenciesand emotions"

(Ibid.).

It is in connectionwith the conceptof transferencethat the signi¯cance of religion for
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Becker's thought becomesclear. This is much more than a matter of world views being

religious becausethey involve faith. Rather, all of life involves a kind of religiousness,for

good or ill, becauseit elicits our transferences,leading us to attribute god-like stature to

¯gures who hold us in fascination. Transference\tak esnatural awe and terror and focusses

them on individual beings," which allows us \to ¯nd the power and horror all in one place

insteadof di®usedthroughout a chaotic universe"(1973,145). But in doing soit falsi¯es our

livesand constrictsus. Transferenceis an attempt to banishanxiety from consciousness,and

\when you setup your perception-actionworld to eliminate what is basicto it (anxiety), then

you fundamentally falsify it" (142). Moreover, to the extent that it is successful,it reduces

us to automatisms: \What makes transferenceheroics demeaningis that the processis

unconsciousand re°exive, not fully in one'scontrol" (156).

But if transferenceis so powerful a force in human life, what could make freedomand

authenticit y of existencepossible?Becker's answer is religion. Religion|at least at its best

and when it is not itself subjection to somecharismatic ¯gure|has the power to liberate

us from ¯nite fascinations. \Religion," says Becker, \answers directly to the problem of

transferenceby expanding awe and terror to the cosmoswhere they belong" (202). This

has the e®ectof freeing us for authentic existence: \The personality can truly begin to

emergein religion becauseGod, as an abstraction, doesnot opposethe individual as others

do, but instead provides the individual with all the powers necessaryfor independent self-

justi¯cation" (Ibid.). The crucial questionfor psychologicaland spiritual growth, therefore,

is, \What kind of beyond does this persontry to expand in; and how much individuation

doesheachieve in it?" (170). Becker agreeswith Rank and Kierkegaardthat true ful¯llmen t

lies in reaching for \the highestbeyond of religion" (174) not easybeyondsthat are closeto

hand, such as transferenceobjects.

The Signi¯cance of the Experimental Findings



   

7

These,then, are the main points of Becker's thought. What do the experimental studies

of the terror management theorists contribute to Becker's project? It seemsto me they

make two important contributions. One is experimental con¯rmation that death-anxiety

is a powerful psychological force that pervadesour experienceand in° uencesour thinking

and behavior even when we are not consciousof it. The authors' essay in the present issue

describessomeof these,but there are many others aswell described in other articles by the

sameauthors. Becker would havewelcomedthis con¯rmation andconsideredit important; in

fact heappealedhimself to experiments conductedin the 1960susinggalvanic skin responses

to detect repressedfear of death (1973,21 and 288, n. 29). The other contribution is that

the experiments developed by Solomonand his colleaguesand reported here and in their

other publications deal with many additional e®ectsthat show a variety of ways in which

death fear shapesour thinking and behavior. By this they extendBecker's theory alonglines

that may have beenimplied in it but werenot fully explicit.

For example,I mentioned above that Becker's own explanation of the reasonfor scape-

goating and the polarizedvision it expresseswas in terms of the Jungian idea of \pro jection

of the shadow." The article authors' explanation, on the other hand, is in terms of the

sociologyof knowledgeasanalyzedby Bergerand Luckmann, and their experiments support

this emphasis.Berger and Luckmann explain the power of the needfor social con¯rmation

on the ground that most of what peoplebelieve in any given society (their cultural world

view) is made up not of knowledge in the strict sense(that is, knowledge basedon me-

thodical proceduresof observation, interpretation, and veri¯cation) but of \knowledge" in a

phenomenologicalsense.As Berger phrasesit in The Sacred Canopy, this is \ the cognitive

and normative edi¯ce that passesfor `knowledge' in a given society" (Berger 1967,20). It

is not known as true (rationally), but only perceived as true (phenomenologically).That is,

it is taken for true, not on the basisthat it can stand up to critical inquiry but only that it
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somehow feelsright becauseit is what \everyone" thinks. It is, in Berger'sand Luckmann's

terms, a social \ob jectivation" that the members of society \in ternalize," and belief is a

function of the strength of this internalization.

It is becauseit must be internalized that the world view must be cultural. As Berger

explains it:

Man's world-building activit y is always a collective enterprise. Man's internal ap-

propriation of a world must alsotake placein a collectivity....the internalization of a

world is dependent on society...because...manis incapableof conceivingof his expe-

riencein a comprehensively meaningfulway unlesssuch a conceptionis transmitted

to him by meansof social processes....Theworld is built up in the consciousness

of the individual by conversation with signi¯cant others (such as parents, teachers,

\p eers"). The world is maintained as subjective reality by the samesort of con-

versation....If such conversation is disrupted...the world beginsto totter, to lose its

subjective plausibility. (1967,16{17)

One might wonder, of course,why this is true. The terror management theorists do not

explainit anymorethan do the sociologistsof knowledge;they only observethe e®ectand take

it for granted. They are justi¯ed in doing so,I think, but the lack of an explanation suggests

that there must beother basicpsychologicalmotivesbesidesthoseterror management theory

takesaccount of. This is a point I will comeback to later.

Another point connectedwith this needfor social con¯rmation of one'sworld view is the

tendencyof peopleunder stressto form \in" groupsand \out" groups,asthe article authors

demonstratedin the caseof subjects who were arti¯cially assignedto Klee- or Kandinsky-

favoring groupsand who, after mortalit y salience,showed exaggerateda®ectionfor members

of their own group. That this could happen seemsimplied by Becker's thought, but the

present research makesit explicit and further emphasizesthe social sideof mortalit y salience

phenomenaascomparedwith the moreindividualistic emphasis(in terms of projection) that

Becker drew from psychoanalytic tradition.
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That mortalit y salienceleadsto negative attitudes and even aggressivenesstoward rep-

resentativ es of other world views would not be a surprise to Becker, but he would have

welcomedthe speci¯cit y on this point of some¯ndings by the sameauthors reported in

Greenberg, et al. (in press). Mortalit y saliencewas found to increaseprejudice against

foreignersgenerallyaswell asagainst anyonewho could be perceived asadvocating or even

believing in a competing world view. For example,an experiment in Alabama found that

mortalit y salienceengenderedanti-semitism amongChristian subjects. Another study found

that it increasedthe extent of American collegestudents' agreement that \the Holocaust in

Nazi Germany was God's punishment for the Jews." Another found that students shown

graphic videosof automobile accident scenes(to sensitizethem to their own mortalit y) and

then asked to adjudicate responsibility and setdamageawards in hypothetical accident cases

weremoresevereif they thought the car wasJapanesethan if it wasAmerican. Still another

found that German students with heightened mortalit y saliencewanted to sit farther away

from Turks.

Another, perhapsmore surprising, ¯nding was that not only did mortalit y saliencerein-

forcestereotypesabout peoplenot in one'sown group, but it alsoled subjects to prefer those

who ¯tted the stereotype over thosewho violated it, even when the stereotype depicted the

other as potentially dangerousand the counter-stereotypic examplewould have seemedless

so. This clearly indicates that under conditions of mortalit y salienceonereachesre°exively

for support for one'sworld view; stereotypes,positive or negative, form a part of the world

view, and evidently the re°exive responseis to bolster that, even if a revision might actually

o®ergreater comfort.

Somethingmoreencouraging,on the other hand, is the ¯nding in other experiments that

world views in which toleranceis a central value madederogatione®ectsand aggressionless

likely|though the oppositewasalsotrue: whererigid adherenceand obedienceto authority
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is a central value, it made them more likely. Sincemortalit y saliencenot only makes one

defensiveof one'sworld view but alsostimulatesan e®ortto meetits standardsof value,when

thoseinclude toleranceand open-mindednesstheseare increasedrather than diminished by

remindersof death. Students who believed prejudice was wrong, for example,wereactually

renderedlessprejudiced by mortalit y salience.

Another ¯nding of great possiblerelevanceto an interest in the possibility of lessdan-

gerousworld viewswasthat mortalit y saliencee®ectswerea®ectedby the mode of thinking

the subjects were encouragedor induced to employ. Stimulated by the distinction in cog-

nitiv e experiential self theory (Epstein 1994) betweenrational and experiential thought as

two fundamentally di®erent modesof thinking, the terror management theorists developed

experiments to seewhether the modeof thinking would make a di®erence.Rational thinking

is described by Epstein asa \delib erative, e®ortful, abstract systemthat operatesprimarily

in the medium of language" (Epstein 1994, 715). The experiential system, on the other

hand, is \a crude system that automatically, rapidly, e®ortlessly, and e±ciently processes

information" (715) and \is experiencedpassively and preconsciously"(711); its results are

apprehendedas self-evidently valid, not as inferences. The experiential is the systemthat

tendsto bedominant in most circumstances,sinceit is both easierand quicker. Their impor-

tant experimental ¯nding was that mortalit y saliencee®ectswereproducedonly in subjects

thinking in the experiential, not in the rational mode.

In general, their ¯ndings suggestthat if one is interested in developing less danger-

ous world views, it will help if these incorporate the values of rational thinking, open-

mindedness,tolerance, respect for the rights of others, and benevolence|esp ecially since

mortalit y saliencee®ectsnot only include attempts to defendone'scultural world view but

also to live up to the valuesit enshrines.One might think in this connectionof the Roman

Catholic theologian Bernard Lonergan'sformulation of what he called the \transcendental
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imperatives" of his own world view: \b e attentiv e, be intelligent, be reasonable,be respon-

sible, be loving, develop and, if necessary, change" (as phrasedin Tracy 1970,4).

But these¯ndings alsosuggestthe dangerousnessof cultural world viewsthat discourage

rationalit y in favor of experiential thinking, unthinking obedienceto authority and tradition,

and hostilit y toward peopleand groupswith di®erent views. They suggestreasonswhy some

religious or political leadersmight be tempted to encouragethe latter and to manipulate

their followersby playing on their fear of mortal dangersfrom peoplewho think di®erently.

For a religiousor political Macchiavellian this couldbevery usefulknowledge,and it is hardly

necessaryto list examplesof somewho seemto have intuited this and put it to e®ective use.

A corollary implication of these¯ndings thereforealsoseemsto bethat the social strength

of a cultural world view and its institutions cannot be a criterion of its ultimate value, since

an authoritarian, illib eral, anti-rationalist world view can be expectedto be more successful

at stimulating fervent devotion and strong adherencethan onethat encouragesre°ectiveness

and open-mindedness.Or to put it the other way around, a cultural or religiousorganization

that wants to encouragethe latter qualities may have to be willing to sacri¯ce organizational

strength for their sake.

Another interesting ¯nding from the experiments is that reminders of mortalit y are

most e®ective at producing mortalit y saliencee®ectswhen they are indirect and subtle, and

symbolic terror management defenses,such as increaseddefenseof the cultural world view,

occur only whenawarenessof mortalit y is highly accessiblebut not focal. This suggeststhat

perhapsin addition to Becker we should heedMartin Heidegger'sclaim that human beings

tend to ° ee from the thought of their own death into a diminished consciousnessand that

to live authentically, oneshould facedeath consciouslyand continuously.

ProblematicIssuesand Ambiguities

The experimental resultsdescribedabovecertainly seemto o®ersubstantial con¯rmation
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for Becker's theory that fear of death is a fundamental human motive and that repressionof

death anxiety can make human beingsmore dangerousin the way they relate to their world

views and usethoseagainst each other. One might wonder, however, whether theseresults

alsocon¯rm, asthe article authorsclaim, Sigmund Freud'stheory about an unconsciousmind

that housesrepressedcontents, transformsthem, and then deliversthem to the surfaceagain

in disguiseas neurotic symptoms. I ¯nd this dubious but I also think terror management

theory as they conceive it doesnot really depend on this claim.

Freud's theory of repressionsupposedthat there is an unconsciousmind which engagesin

prolongedand elaborate reorganizationof repressedcontents and that alsocontains, deeply

buried beneath thesedistortions, a permanent and pristine record of all the original expe-

riencesthat it hides by thesedevices. He assumedthat the symptoms would vanish with

the uncovering of this original nucleusof memory. The principal object of repression,and

also the principal psychological motive, according to Freud's original theory, was Eros or

sexuallibido. In his later thought he alsopositedoneadditional major motive and object of

repression:Thanatos or the death wish. He cameeventually to seehuman life as a tug of

war betweenthesetwo major, con°icting motives: Eros and Thanatos.

The argument of the article authors that their research provesFreud's theory of repres-

sion seemsambiguousat best. For example,the authors present asFreudian the proposition

that \psychologicaldefensescan and do occur unconsciously." This is not, however, a neces-

sarily Freudian idea; onecan acceptthat there are unconsciousmental processes,and many

psychologists do, without accepting the speci¯cally Freudian interpretation of what they

involve. Moreover, the evidencethe authors o®erfor this supposedlyFreudian proposition|

the e®ectof subliminal priming with the word death, which they found led to \an immediate

increasein death-word accessibility and in worldview defense"| neednot be interpreted in

a Freudian way. In fact, other experiments using subliminal priming suggestits unconscious
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e®ectsarevery simple, involving no complexunconsciousmental processingof the sort Freud

supposed(Greenwald, Draine, and Abrams. 1996). Oneof the researchersinvolved,Anthony

G. Greenwald, stated in an interview that whereasFreud assumedthe unconsciousis a very

smart and powerful entit y, his own research suggeststhat unconsciouscognition is simply a

\dum b but fast processorthat scanssensoryinput and directs attention" (Schwarz 1996,2).

In a further commentary publishedon his World Wide Web page1 Greenwald said:

In our research, the unconsciousmind appears to work much more simply than

was theorized by Sigmund Freud.... Freud saw the unconsciousmind as capable

of powerful and complexmental operations. He believed that the unconsciousmind

guidedsocial behavior and managedcomplicateddreamsymbolism|all of this while

protecting the consciousmind from discovering painful psychosexual truths. Our

research reveals, instead, an unconsciousmind that is limited to somevery simple

achievements.

Nor do the article authors' claims on behalf of Freudian theory have any real bearing

on Becker. Despite his many referencesto Freud, Becker was not a Freudian. In fact,

he explicitly rejected Freud's libido theory, saying, \Consciousnessof death is the primary

repression,not sexuality" (1973,96). As for Freud's theory of a death instinct, Becker said it

could be \relegated to the dust bin of history" (99). His own treatment of the death theme

is actually quite the opposite of that of Freud, whoseThanatos Becker saw as an attempt

to mask the anxiety of death by interpreting death as a positive motive parallel to the sex

drive rather than asan object of aversionand a sourceof terror: \The ¯ction of death asan

`instinct'," he said, \allo wed Freud to keepthe terror of death outside his formulations..."

(99).

In sum the attempt to prove Freudian theory in connection with Becker seemsnot

only questionablebut also beside the point. Becker's own theory as well as that of the

terror management theorists dependsonly on the supposition that there is an ever present,

1 http://w eber.u.washington.edu/ agg.
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virtually instinctiv e fear of death, which one unconsciouslyworks to keepfrom coming too

forcefully into focal awareness.This repressionof the fear of death doesnot requireanything

as elaborate in the way of memory and transformation as Freud supposed.

What is genuinely interesting, however, about the e®ort of the article authors to link

Becker with Freud is that it brings to the fore an important ambiguity in Becker's own

thought|the question of what it meansfor him (and them) to say that world views are

\illusions." Becker said himself that \life is possibleonly with illusions" (1973,189), and, as

I mentioned earlier, he warnedagainst \the failure to be consoledby sharedillusions" (1973,

197), by which he clearly meant cultural world views. Even if he later warned that we need

to be wary of \life-enhancing illusions" (1975,159) lest they lead to scapegoating,the idea

of the needfor a Nietzschean\vital lie" wascentral to his thought. He never, however, went

into what this might mean from the point of view of epistemologyand cognitional theory,

and he consequently left his readersin somethingof a bind|in fact two binds. The ¯rst is

that if you don't ¯nd an illusion to believe in, you will fall victim to terror, but if you do

believe in it, there is a good chanceyou will fall into scapegoating. Even more of a bind is

the second:that after readingBecker you have to try to believe in a \life-enhancing illusion"

even though he has told you it can only be an illusion. It soundsas if only a certain degree

of stupidit y will save us, but unlessgood luck leadsus into a benign stupidit y we are likely

to becomedangerousto our neighbors.

Fortunately the authors' experimental ¯ndings point beyond the ¯rst bind, since they

found that encouraginga rational mode of thinking prevents the mortalit y saliencee®ects

that might be dangerous.They alsofound that whena world view contains liberal valuesthe

reaction they call worldview defensewill lead its adherents to try to be even more tolerant

and lessaggressive than they would be otherwise. So it soundsas if there may be hope: a

world view that embraced the valuesof both rational thinking and also civil behavior and
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tolerancewould provide a ¯rst line of defensewith rational thinking, and if one should fall

short of that, then the irrational reaction would be to strive even harder to be civil and

tolerant.

Unfortunately, however, the authors usetheir interpretation of Freud to make the second

bind even worsethan Becker left it. Referring to Freud's idea that whatever is repressedis

\transformed" by the mechanismsof the unconsciousmind in order to let it get past the

\gatekeeper" and resurfaceas \the return of the repressed"in the form of a symptom, they

tell us that \[t]he desirefor immortalit y instigated by this repressedfear is `transformed'and

represented in consciousnessas the cultural worldview." That is, a cultural world view is a

neurotic symptom, an irrational product of an irrational process,and to believe in it would

be to surrenderto irrationalit y. An e®ortto think carefully and critically, on the other hand,

by preventing such surrender,would presumablyleave one \riddled with abject terror."

There is a bracing air of tragic heroismabout all this, but unfortunately alsomore than

a hint of muddle. Fortunately, however, the muddle is quite unnecessary, since it can be

removedby clari¯cation. Its root seemsto lie in a positivistic epistemologythat haslongsince

fallen out of favor amongphilosophersbut still lingers hereand there in the social sciences.

Sincespaceis short, I will have to make the analysisbrief. The fundamental premiseof what

seemsto be Becker's and the article authors' positivism is the idea that genuine knowledge

is strictly empirical. Any proposition that does not refer directly to sensoryexperienceis

only an interpretation, and interpretations are only imaginative constructionsand therefore

essentially fanciful. Each step one takesaway from direct sensoryobservation is thereforea

step into \illusion."

What is wrong with this? It is basedon a fundamental assumptionthat is simply false:

that genuine knowledgedoesnot involve interpretation and that any purported knowledge

that doesinvolve it is not knowledgebut illusion. It is true that interpretations are imagina-
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tiv e constructions. And it is true that all propositions that go beyond referenceto sensory

observation involve interpretation. But only a strict empiricismwould claim that simplesen-

sory observation is knowledgein the proper sense.There are various other ways of thinking

than this, among them idealism and critical realism. Personally I favor the critical realist

position, which is that sensedata are strictly speaking simply experienceand serve only as

the elementary building blocks of knowledge,which is built up of experiential data, inter-

pretation, and critical re°ection on the adequacyof the interpretation asa construing of the

data (Webb 1988,57{79). An interpretation can be judged adequateto the extent that it

takes account of the relevant data. And it is only with this judgment that one arrives at

what can properly be called knowledge.

Sincethesearemuch disputedmatters, I canhardly hope to convert any positivist reader

with the above paragraph, but I hope anyone can seethat the positivist epistemologywill

inevitably lead to the kind of cognitive bind Becker and the terror management theorists

seemto have fallen into. I hope alsothat ,whether or not oneagreeswith the critical realist

theory of knowledge, it is clear that it does not lead to such a bind. If interpretation is

an imaginative activit y that tries out possibleconstruingsof experiential data, and if the

adequacyof interpretation is judgedin termsof how well it managesto incorporatecoherently

the relevant data into its constructions,then interpretation is an integral part of knowledge

as such, not a deviation from it into illusion.

And if this is the case,then world views neednot be simply \shared illusions." They

might be this, of course,if the peoplewho build them up do not attend carefully to their

actual experienceand if they never re°ect critically on how careful their interpretations are

and whether other ways of construing their experiencemight be worth considering. But in

a culture that valuescareful thought, as many do to somedegree,there is no reasonwhy

world views might not be constructed that are relatively adequate. And in the knowledge
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of contingent reality, there never can be more than relative adequacyanyway, sinceas time

movesforward there will always be new experiencethat will needto be taken into account,

andexisting interpretations will consequently needto bemodi¯ed or evensometimesradically

reconstructed. This in fact is the very essenceof a dynamic world view and the test of its

superiority over a static one that would attempt to resist the pressureof changing reality

and developing experience.

Perhaps the truth in both Freudian theory and the thought of Becker and the terror

management theorists is that all human beingsare subject to the impetus of fundamental

motivesthat operatebelow the level of consciousnessand that needto be takenaccount of as

weconstruct and re°ect critically on our world views. Freud'sbasicassumption,setting aside

his particular ideasabout repressionand symptom formation, was that biological appetites

move us and shape our thought in ways we do not always consciouslyrecognize. Becker's

was that the fear of death also moves us in such ways, stimulating us to cultural hero

projects and alsoto scapegoating. Both alsoassumedthat our attempt to avoid recognizing

these unconsciousmotives makes them more dangerousto ourselves and others and that

bringing them to light can make them lessso. They disagree,of course,as to which motive

is the most fundamental or the most important, but there is no reasonthere could not be

more than one fundamental psychological motive, and there are still other theories about

fundamental motivesoperating below the level of consciousnesswhich may alsobe pertinent

to the psychology of world views.

Other PossibleFundamentalPsychological Motives

Unfortunately the spaceremainingwill prevent morethan brie°y mentioning someother

possibilities. One that seemsimportant is imitation. There is a growing body of evidence

that the tendencyto imitate others is asfundamental a motive asany other. A great deal of

empirical research hasbeendoneon this, someof which I described in an earlier book (Webb
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1993,214-217). Andrew N. Meltzo® and M. Keith. Moore, for example,have done many

experiments establishingthat infants comeinto the world with a capacity for imitation that

beginsoperating as early as within the ¯rst hour after birth (1977, 1983a). They consider

this \the starting point of infant psychologicaldevelopment" (1983a,708)and \an important

building block for subsequent social and cognitive development" (1989, 954). Their recent

research has followed this up by studying the ways infant imitation of the acts of others is

integral to their forming an understandingof the world around them (Meltzo® and Moore

1992, 1994, 1995). Jean Piaget held that infants come to know things, in part, through

acting on them; Meltzo® and Moore suggestthat \[i]mitation is to understanding people

as physical manipulation is to understandingthings" (1994,96) and that \infan ts seeother

peoplein terms of human acts and, in imitating them, intend to match theseacts" (1995,

54).

Sincethis type of imitation is conscious|Meltzo® and Moore think \early imitation is a

goal-directed,intentional activit y" (1995,51)|it may not seemto connectdirectly with the

interest of Becker and the terror management theorists in unconsciousmotives. But if the

motive to imitate is sobasicthat it beginsto operate immediately after birth and continues

to expand its scope throughout early life, this at least suggeststhe possibility that it might

operate alsobelow the level of consciousness.

There is another school of thought|mimetic psychology, inspired by the work of Ren¶e

Girard|that has formed around this idea, using the term mimesis to refer to a tendency

to imitate unconsciouslythe subjective attitudes of others, and especially their desires.The

most systematic e®ort to work out the implications of this for psychology is found in the

writings of Jean-Michel Oughourlian, who refersto mimesisas the psychological equivalent

of universal gravitation, describing it as a \natural force of cohesion,which alone grants

accessto the social, to language, to culture, and indeed to humannessitself" (1991, 2),
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and leadsas well to all the entanglements of rivalry and envy. The principal application of

mimetic theory to anthropology and sociology is that of Girard himself, who developed a

theory of the foundation of society in a primal act of scapegoatingprecipitated by mimesis,

as the original proto-humans,imitating each other's desiresand thus falling into murderous

rivalry also fell into imitating hostilit y. According to Girard's hypothesis, the accident of

two or moreboth ¯ghting againsta singlevictim would attract others,producing a \mimetic

polarization of violence" which would unite the victimizers and producepeace,brotherhood

and ultimately society as such (1987, 99 and 161). This clearly is pertinent to Becker's

concernwith scapegoatingas a basicperil of social systems.

Quite apart from such speculations,however|whic h might be harder to test experimen-

tally than the hypothesesof Becker|if imitation, consciousor unconscious,is a fundamental

force in human psychology, then it could also be an answer to the question of why it is so

di±cult to believe in a world view without social support, as Bergerand Luckmann remind

us|or why \illusions" must be shared,as Becker put it. If mimesisis truly primitiv e, then

it can be counted on to do its work in minds on every level of development, whereasrational

thinking can only function in minds that have developed the capacity for it|and only in

thosewhenthey are operating in the rational mode. For thosewho have not developed pow-

ers of critical re°ection, mimesiswill probably be the determining factor in judgment|and

to the extent that this is the case,social world views may indeedbe little elsethan shared

illusions. But again, they neednot be only that, and one of the valuesof the experimental

¯ndings of the article authors is to suggest,despitetheir own interpretation, that they may

becomemore than that if they also incorporate rationalit y as a value.

But the abilit y to reasonneedsto be developed, and thereforea further considerationfor

the psychology of world viewsmust be how development takesplace. Karl Jaspers,who also

sharedBecker's belief that the fearof deathwasa fundamental forcein psychology, suggested
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in his pioneering Psychologie der Weltanschauungenthat development involves a gradual

di®erentiation between the subjective pole of consciousness(our operative capacitiesand

performances)and its objective pole (what we operate upon). A fully adequatepsychology,

says Jaspers, would seethe subject-object relation in movement, and the best systematic

ordering of world views would depict them as a developmental sequence(1960,28).

This points toward the sort of philosophy of history that Eric Voegelin'sthought exempli-

¯es, sinceworld viewstake shape historically in communities and their limits of development

are largely setby the prevailing levelsof psychologicaldevelopment amongthosewho engage

actively in intellectual and spiritual exploration. But it points equally toward the work of

developmental psychologists, such as Jean Piaget, LawrenceKohlberg, and Robert Kegan.

Piaget approached psychologicaldevelopment primarily asa matter of developingoperative

capacitieswhich make it possibleto work \transformations" on both mental and physical

objects (1970,14{15). More recently Robert Kegan, building on Piaget, has discussedpsy-

chological development as proceedingthrough an invariant sequenceof di®erentiations in

which a person who was previously \embedded" in somefeature of subjectivit y (such as

impulses,desires,feelings,or conventions) becomesdi®erentiated from it so that what was

experiencedas simply one with his or her being (that is, subjective) becomesan object for

contemplation and regulation. (A child of six or seven, for example, who previously was

simply governedby impulsesbeginsto develop the abilit y to step back from the impulse of

the moment and to think about desireas a matter of enduring needsand dispositions that

may be satis¯ed more e®ectively through control of impulse.) Such di®erentiation will bring

with it a corresponding alteration of world view.

One of the great merits of the article authors is that they not only admit the relevance

of such further considerationsbut invite them (Greenberg, et al., in press). It is a ¯eld of

study that contains rich possibilities.
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