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Summary 

 Sooner or later people start to realize that they are, like all living organisms, subject to 

a deathly causality. Birth predestines mortality. Since avoiding mortality is at the core 

of success in any species it may not come as a surprise that a reminder of the 

inevitability of one’s own demise does not leave people indifferent. The TMT posits 

that the unique adult human ability of mortality awareness in conjunction with an 

instinct for survival shapes a potential for death anxiety. Indeed, a large body of 

research revealed that (Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991; Greenberg et al., 

1997; Pyszczynski et al.,1999) reminders of death instigate numerous regulative 

mechanisms. More specifically, research inspired by TMT (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, 

& Solomon, 1986) shows that people manage the potential terrifying thought of 

mortality, outside conscious awareness via seemingly unrelated ‘distal’ symbolic 

defenses (cultural worldviews) that function as a death ‘transcending’ buffer (e.g.).  In 

this dissertation I argued that, aside symbolic terror management, several additional 

terror management mechanism operate to manage reminders of one’s own mortality.  

In Chapter 2, I highlighted the role of affiliation strivings in managing 

reminders of mortality. More specifically in Chapter 2, across three different 

experiments, it was found that mortality salience led to increased affiliation strivings, 

as indicated by a greater behavioral tendency to sit next to others (Study 2.1-2.3), and 

a more pronounced preference for sitting within the group as opposed to sitting alone 

(Study 2.1-2.3). Thus the tendency to affiliate with other individuals seems a powerful 

reaction towards death-related thoughts. Importantly, mortality salience even led to 

increased affiliation with other group members that had previously threatened 

participants’ worldviews (Study 2.1-2.2), and even when affiliation with the group 

forced participants to attack their own worldviews (Study 2.3). As such, it appears 



that affiliation defenses were powerful enough to override symbolic worldview 

validation.  

In Chapter 3, I hypothesized that reminders of mortality (mortality salience) 

should promote the desire for offspring to the extent that it does not conflict with 

other self-relevant worldviews that also serve to manage existential concerns. In 

support of these hypotheses, three experiments (Study 3.1-3.3) unveiled a gender by 

mortality salience interaction on a desire for offspring with mortality salience leading 

male participants, but not female participants, to express increased procreation 

striving as indicated by the number of desired children. Thus, on the surface it appears 

as if the desire for offspring is not part of women’s defense system against mortality 

concerns. However, support was found for the hypothesis that women’s desire for 

offspring may have been inhibited by a conflicting desire to have a successful career 

(which can also be sought as a defense against mortality salience, as demonstrated in 

Study 3.4).  First, two pilot studies revealed that the governing view among the 

population (female students) is that children are a potential threat to a women’s 

career. In Study 3.3 I found indeed  support for the hypothesis  that, exclusively 

among females, career strivings moderated the effects of mortality salience on a 

desire for offspring (Study 3.3). Female participants with relatively high career 

strivings showed a significantly decreased desire for offspring after mortality salience. 

Finally, I directly tested the hypothesis that women’s desire for offspring is inhibited 

by negative worldviews with regard to the impact of children on one’s career. Study 

3.4 revealed that when women were exposed to an essay emphasizing the 

compatibility of offspring and career success, they displayed an increased desire for 

offspring as a function of mortality salience. These findings support the hypothesis 

that female participants, just like male participants, may desire offspring in response 



to mortality concerns when such desire is not inhibited by a conflicting desire to have 

a successful career. Although, this chapter clearly revealed that people’s desire for 

offspring is moderated by cultural worldviews it was argued that a desire for offspring 

is more then just a worldview because the continuation of our entire species may 

depend on it. On the whole the findings support the proposition that a desire for 

offspring can function as a terror management mechanism.  

Overall, Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 are in line with the generic hypothesis of the 

present dissertation that people make use of flexible system consisting of multiple 

terror management defenses.  

In Chapter 4, I presented a novel theoretical framework that raises the 

possibility that people use pre-symbolic solutions to the problem of death awareness. 

According to the TMT, people use the symbolic self manage death awareness. Indeed, 

as have been discussed throughout this dissertation, most TMT findings show that 

people solve the problem of death by using symbolic structures that provide an 

illusion of immortality or in a way ‘extend the self’ (e.g., religion worldviews 

meaning etc). However if the symbolic self commences the potential for death 

awareness then we may predict that ‘shutting down’ that same symbolic self should 

also avert the problem of death awareness. A way to shut down the symbolic self 

might be the activation of pre symbolic mechanism. Pre-symbolic mechanism include 

phenomena such as sex, affiliation, attachment, eating, and sleeping. In Chapter 4, I 

present evidence that these mechanisms are evolutionarily and developmentally more 

basic than symbolic mechanism and do not require as great an involvement of 

symbolic capacities. Empirical evidence was presented to demonstrate that pre-

symbolic mechanism might work to ward off existential concerns by reducing self 

awareness. Moreover, it was argued and evidence was presented to demonstrate that 



the activation of pre-symbolic mechanism might reduce existential concerns. Thus, I 

argue that both pre-symbolic and symbolic terror management mechanism can 

effectively reduce death-related thoughts, and that both can do so at the conscious as 

well as the unconscious levels. Although pre-symbolic mechanisms involve losing the 

self, and symbolic mechanisms involve using the self, both achieve the same goal. 

They reduce the accessibility of death related thoughts. Finally, in Chapter 4, I discuss 

that optimal existential regulation would constitute of a dynamic balance between 

losing and using the symbolic self.  

Overall the results of this dissertation were in line with the generic hypothesis 

of this dissertation that people make use of  multiple terror management mechanisms 

to ward of existential fear. More specifically the results show that aside symbolic 

means, individuals can use pre-symbolic means, such as affiliation strivings and 

procreation strivings to ward off existential concerns 

To end the end of this dissertation and leave the reader behind with more then 

a dead end we may conclude that although the ends of life are marked by birth and 

death, the recognition of death can bring people together and shape the cradle of new 

life. 

 


