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Preempting Moral Death and the Personal  
and Social Meaning of Mortality (Part I) 

Cătălin Mamali1

To Jan Palach, who had the moral power to 
confront the evil, everlasting gratitude.

Abstract. The study explores if major moral concerns and internalized moral principles might 
influence the ways in which we cope with mortality, fear and death threats. Does minding of one’s 
own moral capitulation or resistance to evil influence one’s own ways to cope with death threats 
and fear of mortality? The paper assumes that thoughout history, while confronting major societal 
evils, a powerful concern for moral suvival might have emerged, sometimes at the cost of death. 
The study advances the idea that the fear of mortality cannot be reduced to physical (biological 
death, because humans are facing many kinds of mortality such as: cultural death, social death, 
political death and above all moral death, or as Havel called it, in honor of Jan Palach’s self-sacrifice, 
“moral suicide.” Moral death is understood as capitulation to various threats (including physical 
death). In the case of moral exemplars, it is observed that the capacity and willingness to preempt 
moral death are associated with a free acceptance of great losses such as property, family wellbeing, 
liberty and even one’s own life. 

Keywords: biological/physical death, moral death, political death, societal mortality, collective 
care for immortality, The Great Library of Alexandria symptom
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The symbiosis of new and old ideas and sources  
on the meaning of mortality

There is strong evidence that sciences that approach human-related questions, such as 
economics, psychology, sociology, anthropology, political sciences are coping, beyond the 
new problems that would have been even unconceivable a few decades and even years before 
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as it happens in other scientific areas such as microbiology or physics, with problems that 
puzzled human inquiry since very old times. This feature is associated with the need to 
systematically revisit contributions that have been achieved thousands years ago, a few 
hundred years or just one century ago. The scientific study of concepts such as self, love, 
moral development, the meaning of mortality, copying with death, character, violence, 
sexuality, hate, dreams, freedom of choice, self-knowledge, life-goals and so on are among 
the types that puzzled the creative inquiring minds for a very long time across all cultures. 
Even fields that deal with more objective issues than psychology and belong to the select 
club of Noble Prize recognized sciences, such as economics face this issue. For instance, 
a landmark example is the work of T. Sedláček (2011) that shows clearly the great cognitive 
value of very old sources and questions while exploring the economics of good and evil.

The universal reality of death and dying is recognized by most cultures and individuals. 
We learned that stars are dying, that all forms of life, including human life, are prone to 
dying and cannot escape death. Death could be a sudden or a slow process, but it is always 
inevitable. It seems that from all living systems humans are aware that death (physical, 
biological one) is an unavoidable reality and this awareness has profound consequences on 
the existential choices, behaviors, and life-goals of most people.

Humans’ awareness of mortality and the reactions triggered by it are at the core of 
ancient narratives, as it is the Gilgamesh story, that is marked by universal questions 
generated by the death of Enkidu, and at the core of modern theories backed up by 
experimental approaches, as it is, for instance, Terror Management Theory. I think that a 
similar problem is the ancient concern of humans with living a meaningful life and avoiding 
moral capitulation even in the face of mortal threats. Socrates’ life and death became 
emblematic for human dignity and its moral and rational basis. Socrates is not the only 
one, and fortunately the ability and willingness to avoid moral death even with the price of 
the biological death are evident in many exemplar lives. Only in the last two hundred years 
the lives of Thoreau, Gandhi, Martin Luther King, J. Palach, Mandela, Tutu, Aung San 
Suu Kyi, J. Patočka, V. Havel and many other moral exemplars proved that the fear of moral 
death could be stronger than the fear of biological death. This trend is exemplified by a 
diverse population such as scientists, freedom fighters, Buddhist monks, and many common 
people for whom dignity and justice are considered more important than physical survival. 
It seems that both in human history and during the life-span development the fear of mortality 
is associated, after some critical experiences and developmental processes, with the effort 
of avoiding moral capitulation and moral death, which is widely understood as giving in 
to evil pressures and not resisting, based on moral values, to obvious evils (oppression, 
repression of individual’s freedom, slavery, persecutions, racism, sexism, societal injustices, 
denial of human rights). The study suggests that deep and persistent concerns with moral 
death and the pro-active efforts to prevent moral death represent a complex modality of 
individuals and communities to cope with mortality and especially with death terror in 
adverse life-situations.

The search and use of old ideas, beyond being signs of scholarly knowledge, recognition, 
and of epistemic solidarity across time and cultures are valuable sources for the scientific 
inquiry that deals with perennial questions of human becoming. Old, even ancient 
contributions that include fertile observations, personal experiences, mental experiments 
and insights might inspire creative modern research that has the advantage of new research 
technologies and methods that are part of the experimental design. Such a question is that 
of mortality and the specific human ways of coping with it.
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The old theme of fear of death was turned into a systematic theoretical and experimental 
subject by the Terror Management Theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, 1986). TMT, 
based on Becker’s landmark conception (1973) according to which the awareness of mortality 
induces in humans an existential anxiety, advanced the ideas strongly supported experimentally 
that humans are able to adjust to this anxiety generated by integrating themselves in cultural 
world views, projects and actions that provide them the hope that they can transcend physical 
mortality and access a symbolic immortality. TMT provides an explanation to the old enigma 
of fear of physical death, and identifies the possible coping devices used to deal with this 
fear. At the same time, TMT is explicitly focused on biological (physical) death and its 
consequences, while human history provides countless cases in which the fear of physical 
death has been overcome due to the ability to be guided by high values and principles when 
confronted with crucial choices. The present approach suggests that in order to better grasp 
the consequences of human awareness of physical mortality it is necessary to explore the 
various types of mortality humans are confronted with. As it will be discussed later, I have 
in mind other types of death such as: social death, procreation (biological generativity in 
Erikson’s terms) death, moral death, cultural (including linguistic) death. The issues of the 
variety of types of mortality faced by humans (as individual and collective actors) invites 
to revisit some basic ideas of landmark works on the denial of death and of TMT. I think 
that the complexity, universality, and diversity of mortality types and issues invites to 
synthesizing efforts across discipline, historical periods and cultures. Even if such efforts 
have their own limitations, they are assumed to reveal meaningful aspects of the way in 
which humans cope with various types of mortality.

Overcoming the fear of physical death through the fear of moral (everlasting) death is a 
choice that is loaded with strong socio-cognitive conflicts. The theoretical construct of socio-
cognitive conflicts developed by Doise, Mugny and Perret-Clermont (1975) has been worked 
first for approaching the learning process of children. However, due to its complexity and to 
the fact that the socio-cognitive conflict deals with the processes of „mental reconstruction 
that leads to mental reconstructions” (Perret-Clermont, Nicolet, 1988, p. 10), it applies to 
the cognitive development during the life-span learning. In fact, the socio-cognitive conflicts 
are present with a high probability in the case of crucial life-events that involve radical changes. 
As such, I assume that the choice between moral survival (fear of moral death) and physical 
survival is a strong socio-cognitive conflict with a moral dimension.

For instance:
•	 If: Fear of Moral Death > Fear of Physical Death, then, in Thoreau’s terms, the individual 

will disobey immoral rules, leaders, procedures and will accept all the costs of his/her 
actions;

•	 If: Fear of Everlasting Death < Fear of Physical Death, then the individual will 
cooperate with the unjust system, and actors.

Thoreau’s model of separation from evil, which is based on high moral principles and 
willingly acceptance of all the costs of one’s choice (jail, even death, harassment of the 
family, loss of property and so on), assumes that in critical situations marked by severe 
injustice the individual who acts based on high moral principles will disobey the evil 
authority, rules, and actors. In this way the individual avoids the everlasting death that is a 
consequence of cooperation with evil.

Thoreau’s conception on the separation of evil implies a reconfiguration of the complex 
field of different types of mortality (Figure 1). This field helps to identify the humane answer 
to the question of mortality, which is not just physical.
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Figure 1. The multi-sided mortality space and the possible tensions  
among various types of mortality

The denial of death, TMT and the diversity of the mortality  
type faced by individual and collective actors: Collective 
annihilation, denial of identity and of the rights  
and chances to continue one’s own identity

Becker’s landmark work The Denial of Death approaches in a creative way the question 
generated by the tension between the conscience of self and the urge of self-expression on 
one side and the awareness that one cannot escape death. This tension, according to Becker, 
is at the core of existential terror (p. 87). Becker’s view influenced the development of the 
original and powerful conceptual and experimental framework known as TMT. Greenberg 
and Arndt carried out an excellent review of the emergence, development and major 
achievements and challenges of TMT in their study Terror Management Theory published 
in the Handbook of Theories of Social Psychology (edited by Van Lange, Kruglanski and 
Higgins, 2012). I have to mention that the design of the wonderful two volume handbook 
stimulated all the contributors to present the narrative, or co-narrative of the birth, growth 
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and achievements of their original theories and the main epistemic features of their conception 
(such as: lay epistemic theory  – Kruglanski; accessibility theory  – Higgins; social 
dominance theory – Sidanius, Pratto; the need to belong theory – Baumeister; TMT – 
Greenberg, Arndt; social justification theory  – Jost van der Toorn; interdependence 
theory – Van Lange, Rusblut; the linguistic category model – Semin; sociometer theory – 
Leary; balance-logic theory – Insko, etc.). So, the handbook explores critical moments of 
the genesis and development of social psychological theories.

Jeff Greenberg and Jamie Arndt (Terror Management Theory) reveal both the personal 
and the formal sides of the trajectory of TMT and make explicit its “distal and proximal 
roots” (p. 409) among which The Denial of Death by E. Becker has a core place. Trying to 
find out answers to questions related to self-esteem defense and prejudice J. Greenberg, 
S. Solomon and T. Pyszcynsky searched “outside the discipline’s journals” till 1982, when 
Sheldon Solomon “proclaimed that he had found a guy with the answers” (p. 399). He pointed 
out to the work of the famous anthropologist Ernest Becker. Of course, as Greenberg and 
Arndt reveal, TMT has many other sources, some extremely old, for instance the Epic of 
Gilgamesh, or the ideas developed by Thucydides în 400 BC (Greenberg & Arndt, 2012, 
p. 400) and some relatively recent sources, many being from outside the disciplinary borders 
(if such borders still exist) of social psychology. It is useful to remind that the ancient Epic 
of Gilgamesh is used by researchers from other fields as the landmark work of Sedláček 
(pp. 31-37, 2011) on the economics of good and evil across times and cultures. There is strong 
evidence that TMT applies to grave contemporary human concerns and this makes the inquiry 
into its roots and development of human visions on death and their functions more challenging.

Since the publication of the groundbreaking study on TMT co-worked by Greenberg, 
Pyszcynsky and Solomon “The causes and consequences of a need for self-esteem: A Terror 
management theory” the field evolved rapidly and in a complex way due to a series of other 
landmark studies as those by Harmon-Jones, Simon, Greenberg, Pyszcynsky, Solomon & 
McGregor (1997) and from more recent studies (Goldenberg, Arndt, 2008) or that by Lifshin, 
Greenberg, Syropoulos, Leidner, Helm, Sullivan, Horner and Mikulincer (2023) on the 
perceived similarity between the self to animals and TMT. It is important to note that in all 
these studies the physical (biological) death is not only the dominant but also the single side 
of mortality related to anxiety and the cultural and individual means to cope with.

The study published by Greenberg and Arndt (2012) offers a comprehensive and balanced 
view of the most relevant theoretical and practical ramifications of TMT and is of great 
help for the reader, either that one is an insider in this area, an outsider of this area or one 
who would like to become close to this inquiring field. Since the crucial study on TMT 
published by Greenberg, Pyszczynski and Solomon (1986) that underscored also the function 
of close relationships and especially of love for “minimizing the existential terror” (1986, 
p. 2002) the TMT has been enriched by many studies carried out from various theoretical 
perspectives. At the same time these studies have been focused on a precise aspect of death: 
unavoidability of physical (biological) death and the anxiety generated by this awareness. 
There is no doubt that physical death, as an unavoidable event that will happen with certainty 
on unpredictable moment and circumstances, is an essential feature of the individual and 
societal consciousness. This essential feature, in the case of humans, due to their cultural 
evolution, is in many cases intimately intertwined with the fear of other types of death such 
as social death, the loss of identity, and moral death. I consider the relationship between 
the biological death and other types of death that are specific to humans to have existential 
consequences. I consider that the variety of individual and collective types of mortality, in 
addition to the physical mortality, pose challenging theoretical, practical and moral questions.
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Physical mortality is an unavoidable reality for individuals and a possible threat for all 
collective actors (families, communities, nations, cultures). TMT assumes that the major 
source of individuals to cope with physical death is through cultural means, through ways 
of belonging to bigger realities that will survive individual’s physical death. Indeed, in many 
cases this is a realistic mode to cope with death. The question is: are these collective 
cultural entities always physically immortal? It seems that these ways of thinking are 
neglecting that during history many collective actors and cultural constructions (for instance 
languages) suffered death, or at least vanished from the living reality.

Understanding the consequences of the individual’s awareness of the inevitability of 
one’s death (physical death might be enhanced by the exploration of the way in which 
collective actors (families, communities, nations, races, cultural conglomerates) represent 
and deal with the possibility of their own physical extinction. Throughout history humans 
witnessed death in various forms both of individuals and of collective entities of different 
sizes and relative wealth and achievements. Collective actors imagined and used various 
practices to avoid their own mortality such as demographic polices, protective physical, 
cultural borders, supporting religious and believe systems that might enhance their continuity, 
developing warfare capacities to overcome enemies, public health systems, educational 
system (both formal an traditonal) to ensure their cultural reproduction and so on. The 
moral degradation that might lead to moral death is a long process that might become 
observable especially within the case of long tern interpersonal relationships. For instance, 
this seems to be the case with the interdisciplinary scientist, who established in 1973 the 
Systems laboratory, and was a member and diplomat of the communist government, being 
a survivor, and his relationship with his Professor and colleague O. Onicescu. Onicescu 
observed that Maliţa disregarded basic moral principles under the pressure of the Party. 
However, the pressure of the party does not eliminate the individual’s moral responsibility 
(Onicescu, 1981, 1982).

The interpersonal moral conflict is universal along history and across cultures. Moral 
decision (B. Franklin worked a model of moral algebra) is challenging from cognitive, 
political, emotional, and of course moral viewpoints. This conflict makes more visible the 
active (Gânju, 1981; Pleşu, 1988) character of moral development. This process is shaped 
by the political, social, and cultural context. The harsh authoritarian regimes, the totalitarian 
systems (fascist, communist) repress drastically the freedom of moral decision and force 
the individual to join and become a part of the evil system. Gânju and Pleşu consider that 
heroic moral acts are not a component of the daily life. However they do not consider the 
degrading effects of such systems on individual moral becoming and on the oral health of 
the communities. The separation from evil, by accepting all the costs, becomes a necessity. 
Indeed, as Pleşu claims “the moral action is war” (p. 75), and as Gânju states, “the moral 
debt” (p. 50) is freely accepted. Gânju, who assumes that the greatest potential for moral 
becoming belongs to communist society is at the same time critical to many practices of 
this system. He makes an explicit criticism to Sartre’s view on liberty: “Sartre considers 
that “humans are condemned to liberty.” In opposition to this view, Gânju states that 
„Humans have the duty to be free. From condemnation to duty is the road from fatality to 
creativity” (p. 162). A different perspective on communist morality is provided by V. Morar. 
Morar assumes that in communism “transparence is the condition and finality of morality” 
(p.  126). Indeed, transparence is, in many cases connected to sincerity and honesty 
(Starobinsky, 1971). However, transparency can be loaded by both positive values and 
actions (altruism, for instance) and by negative actions and orientations such as cynicism, 
and sadism. This perspective that goes back to Rousseau neglects the fact that transparency 
could be both a feature of positive intentions and of cynicism.
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The inquiring into the individual an societal moral development across history and 
culture reveals some of the major features of divergent political systems (authoritarian, 
fascist, communist on one side and democratic societies on the other), and the various 
strategies used by critical and open minds to navigate such conditions. From this perspective 
the innovative strategy used by Gânju of exploring the generation, internalizations and use 
of moral principles by mythic characters is highly significant for better grasping the evolution 
of morality. The two characters (that have not been compared before) are Prometheus and 
Sisyphus. Prometheus, through a moral fraud (it sounds as an impossibility, a moral oxymoron)
brought the fire from the domination of Gods to common people. The moral fraud was in 
service of others, paid freely and willingly by Prometheus, who is condemned to terrible 
pains: For the benefits and happiness he brought to the common people. Prometheus 
received “a punishing reward”, to be tied to the massive rock and be devoured by vultures – 
a martyr. Sissify. Cursed to endlessly and absurdly to achieve a fruitless work, and to redo 
it without any hope. This fate shows how hard, morally speaking, is the road from anonymity 
to personality: before becoming promethean Prometheus has been a Sissify” (p. 169). This 
approach remains still on the Marxist ground, Gânju makes explicit his trust in the morality 
of the communist society (see that in his otherwise balanced selection of some major authors, 
he places Marx and Engels on the first place, usually an order imposed by the communist 
publishing houses. I think that from a moral and ideological perspective, Marxism is in 
contradiction with the Thoreauvian vision because it turns humans into tools, asks for blind 
obedience to its doctrine (the measures of MCP) and total centralization of the means of 
communication and powers in the hands of the Communist Party. Even open and creative 
minds could not liberate themselves from the communist ideological grip and this happens 
with minds that know well the criterion developed by pragmatism position: we know and 
can judge any political ideology based on its practical consequences. The Communist 
practice has been a moral, economic and social disaster. However, communism, due to 
some cases (Chinese, South African) and conditions tried to come back.

This overview of some major analysis of moral behavior within a communist society 
invites the question: What must one do while one lives within a violent system that repressed 
moral decision as it is the case with the Romanian communist system. Unfortunately, this 
question is avoided by the two authors who could resort to Thoreau’s idea on the necessity 
of the separation from evil structures, and actions of the system and its promoters. For 
instance, separation from (refusal of) demands to participate in the Communist Party’ 
repressive, ideological indoctrination, meetings, including those of resignation and exclusion. 
from the Romanian Communist Party. The authors resort to a solid classical literature, and 
the works of Augustin and Tertullian mention a set of basic moral notions such as “moral 
competence”, “moral intelligence/talent”, moral fantasy. It is necessary to indicate that 
Tuan elaborated the concept of moral imagination (1989), an ability that helps the individual 
and collective actors to find new ingenious solutions to moral changes, an ability that implies 
experience, intelligence and the courage to experiment. It seems evident that the influence 
of the communist ideology and organizations are still powerful after the 1989 anti-communist 
revolution in Europe.

The Israelian Hegelian philosopher Avineri launched in 1990 a chilly warning in the 
midst of the enthusiasm that the communist system has been defeated in Europe. Essentially, 
Avineri’s warning is accurate: communism did not vanish and capitalist is not the only 
worldwide political system. This invites a first question: Why are the communist ideology 
and structures surviving and even are gaining ground? Among the causes of this situation 
are: A) communist organizations are still powerful; B) there are many believers in 
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communism; C) communist networks have huge financial resources hidden from previous 
time when they were in power; D) communist organizations are worldwide connected; 
E) communism still has a great support from western intellectuals; F) the communist parties 
have a long practice in fighting the dominant power, either as underground, secret organizations 
or as legal political parties.

In addition, there is a cause much neglected even by many scholars and institutions that 
criticize this system. The neglected factor is a significant proportion of scholars who criticize 
communism are former supporters of the communist ideology and regimes. It is a paradoxical 
situation that nurtures the communist survival.

Theoretically, it has created an ideological schizogonic situation: on one hand, it is 
assessed that the collapse of the communist system was caused not just by its economic 
bankrupcy, but also by its moral bankrupcy, its means ideological bankrupcy it (Chirot, 2020).

I will present one paradigmatic case that includes many scholars and institutions 
supported by the post-1990 Romanian officials, even by the president. In 2006 is published 
in Romania Raportul final (The Final Report) of the Presidential Commission for the Study 
of the Communist Dictatorship in Romania. The two major actors who launched this project: 
the political researcher Vladimir Tismăneanu and the former Romanian President Traian 
Băsescu. Every person has the chance and the duty to replace former violent and inaccurate 
visions with democratic and humane perspectives. However, when this category of critiques 
is in many cases the only one allowed to express the criticism, it begs the questions: How 
trustworthy is such a critique? What are the chancers of different views to be expressed 
publicly? First, Traian Băsescu has been not just a member of the Communist Party, but 
an obedient servant, and part of the secret service of the former dictatorship. No doubt the 
change of the public attitude is a gain. But why has the former President not yet expressed 
his present-day views on his service to the dictatorship? Vladimir Tismăneanu, who wrote 
remarkable critical studies on communism is well known also for his many published articles, 
some in the main journals of the Communist Party, and as a supporter of the communist 
ideology and realities. In addition, some of the most courageous and trustworthy opponents 
of communist dictatorship, such as Paul Goma, refused to cooperate and contribute to this 
report and rejected the invitations addressed to them by Vladimir Tismăneanu. Also, a 
significant number of those who collaborated to this “Final report” have been identified as 
servants of the former dictatorship and its secret services. Such a strategy that is designed 
to achieve a political alchemic goal is in fact (as Mircea Eliade [1972½ defined the alchemic 
processes for non-living objects but that is also useful for understanding the transmutations 
in a kind of heroes who previously supported the former communist system) its ideology 
and realities. This strategy has been used in other former communist countries – such as 
Poland. The transmutation process through which stones, for instance, are transformed into 
bread is described as the first temptation of Jesus (Luca 4:3) and it is also possible in the 
realm of spirituality. Eliade’s conception on alchemy opened the way to investigate this 
process in other areas: military, cultural and politics, for instance. The transmutation 
process has been used in human history, in many instances and cultures, as it is the case 
with Jesus’s temptations (Papini, 1922, 2009, pp. 80-84). This process has been activated 
after 1990 with the specific goal to save compromised social actors, former obedient servants 
of the communist regimes and its leaders. The fact that even an official such as the 
Presidential report (Final report) that has the explicit goal to criticize the criminal and 
illegal communist regime the resort to alchemic processes was widely used. The use of this 
strategy might have the intention to make more credible the contributors, even the former 
collaborators of the communist regime. However, this process has consequences on the 
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general way in which the analysis of the communist crimes are explored and assessed. One 
of the major negative effects of this process is the marginalization of many of the authentic 
critiques of communism, as it has been the case with Paul Goma. This strategy leads to 
confusion and increases the chances of communist ideology organizations and actors to 
become more aggressive in re-establishing the status of communism at global level. This strategy 
diminishes the chances of moral opposition to communism and reactivate the struggle 
between communism and capitalism, between authoritarian regimes and democratic regimes.

If we would like to look just to one of the most important conceptual roots of TMT 
mentioned by Greenberg and Arndt, mainly the landmark work The Denial of Death by E. 
Becker (1973), there is the chance to better grasp the latent explanatory potential of this 
theory. There is compelling evidence that Becker’s work is of crucial importance for the field. 
Greenberg & Arndt state it in explicit terms while referring to a few works, including that 
on Escape from Evil, by Becker saying: “These books combine insights from anthropology, 
evolutionary biology, philosophy, psychoanalysis and sociology. We urge anyone interested 
in understanding human behavior to read them” (p. 401, italics added). This is a wonderful 
call addressed beyond disciplinary artificial borders for sharing innovative ideas about death 
and human answers to death. Despite its innovative and transdisciplinary approach, Becker’s 
view neglects an essential humane view on death that is provided by the deep concern of 
many humans with moral death, with death without dignity, and with the danger of spiritual 
mortification of living human bodies. In more dramatic terms this can be called fear of 
moral death. Unfortunately, as it will be discussed later, this limitation has survived almost 
untouched in the TMT. 

I have to mention that I read Becker’s work The Denial of Death in late 70’s while in 
Romania and I had been deeply impressed by the value of his ideas. At the same time I 
have been surprised by two things: a) one of political order related to Becker’s, at least 
implicit, evaluation of some historical figures; b) the other regarding the fact that Becker 
neglects in this outstanding work two essential philosophical sources for his own conception. 
The sources are Ethics by Spinoza, and The Tragic Sense of Life by Unamuno. I say it being 
fully aware of the erudition proved by Becker’s work and of the practical impossibility, even 
for researchers of his magnitude, to find out and meaningfully integrate within their works 
many of the precedent ideas, concepts, theory that are clearly in an intellectual kinship with 
one’s own original approach. Such a task has been always difficult and with time it becomes 
more difficult. On the other side researchers are re-visiting again and again old roots and 
might discover also neglected and inspiring cognitive treasures. All these can pose questions 
about the complex character of cultural and epistemic genealogies that could enhance the 
advancement of knowledge.

Politics and the rhetoric of creative scientific ideas

Rhetorical psychology (Billig, 1987, 1991) strongly suggests that the public and the private 
discourses by their intrinsic traits communicate much more than the explicit message 
intended by their authors and point attitudes, implicit assumptions, value orientations, moral 
and epistemic choices about which even the author might not be aware or might not explicitly 
analyze them. These layers of meaning must be systematically explored. For instance, Gibson 
did this, based rich Milgram’s archive and identified the “forgotten prod” (2013a) and 
revealed many other aspects of the crucial experiment(s) on obedience designed, carried 
out and carefully recorded by Milgram (2013b).
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Billig, in tune with poets and writers, points out that once one selects a word (notion, 
concept) one removes other words or at least makes a statement about other concepts. For 
instance, when Marx and Engels identified “WE/US”, with communists, it condemned 
already the social category of “THEY/THEM” as the objective enemies that must be 
removed from the historical scene. Billig considers that the „skills of the language” could 
help us to reveal or distort the dialectical nature of the processes approached by it, for 
instance repression because language is at the same time “expressive and repressive” (Billig, 
1999, pp. 38, 100).

However, some „rhetorical reasons” (Billig) might entrap even experts in rhetorical 
psychology. For instance, while referring the The Manifesto of the Communist Party Billig 
(1991) excluded (neglected!) the essential notion “Party” and wrote “The Communist 
Manifesto” as many other experts did while writing mainly in early 90’s about the same 
action oriented text. One of the very probable reasons is that the Communist Parties, all of 
them, across Europe that have been in power have been condemned by the popular uprisings 
and revolutions for what they have been, i.e., terrorist political organizations that committed 
crimes against humanity. So, the authors felt necessary to distance themselves from the 
Communist Parties while they might have some positive evaluations for the MCP as such 
or for the theory on which it is grounded. However, the historical evidence of the economic, 
political and moral bankruptcy of communism in 1989 did not represent in any way a 
supporting epistemic or societal context for such views.

It seems that the cultural, epistemic and political contexts of any time and place influence 
in various ways the rhetoric of scientific discourse and maybe much more, including the 
dominant research questions and the predilection for some methods of our field that could 
be more or less manipulative, violent, participant-friendly and unobtrusive.

Knowledge of historical facts helps the development of accurate social representations 
about world history. This might be one of the reasons why individuals who have less and/
or inaccurate knowledge on historical facts are more prone to false representations. But, it 
seems that it is possible even for intellectuals with outstanding (landmark) contributions in 
the area of human sciences to have challenging representations or even misrepresentations 
about historical figures due not to lack of knowledge but to subtle influences of the cultural 
and political contexts of their working time.

This seems to me to be the case with at least one example that is provided by Becker’s 
seminal work on death. Becker (1973) states that society is “a symbolic action system, a 
structure of statuses and roles, customs and rules for behavior, designated to serve as a 
vehicle for earthly heroism. Each script is somewhat unique, each culture has a different 
hero system. What the anthropologists call ‘cultural relativity’ is thus really the relativity 
of hero-systems the world over.” This is an extremely important perspective which is of 
major methodological and hermeneutic utility, helps the study of any complex topic such 
as that of the meaning of mortality. Becker continues his fertile idea by claiming: “But 
each cultural system is a dramatization of earthly heroics; each system cuts out roles for 
performances of various degrees of heroism: from the ‘high’ heroism of a Churchill, a 
Mao, or a Buddha, to the ‘low’ heroism of the coal miner, the peasant, the simple priest…” 
(pp. 4-5, italics added).

There is plenty of evidence in Becker’s works that he dealt with the question of 
dictatorships and dictators based on facts and democratic moral values and principles that 
condemned their inhumane actions. For a reader who lived within a country that has been 
long time oppressed by communism it is very easy to understand and accept Churchill’s 
high heroism, first of all because he opposed Nazis Germany in a heroic mode and, among 
many other historic merits, because he identified the lethal danger posed by communism 
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when he introduced the expression of “Iron Curtain” despite some of his errors. However, 
to place Mao in the same heroic category with Churchill is at least bewildering. Without 
doubt Mao had a major role in the Chinese struggle against the Japanese occupation that 
achieved national independence. However, this categorization begs the question: how does 
it cope with the crimes during the cultural revolution and with the longterm repression of 
his own people, repression that ended with a huge number of victims (as it is so well 
documented in many studies, for instance: Chang, Halliday, 2005)?

Beyond this miscategorization comes a more puzzling one: what are the criteria for 
considering that politicians such as Mao and Churchill, who played major historical roles, 
belong to the same category as Buddha, Confucius, Jesus or Socrates? This remains a mystery 
for me, because no such criteria are explicitly presented by Becker. Buddha, Socrates, 
Confucius, Jesus, Hus, Gandhi… belong, I think, to a very different category than Mao, 
Stalin and even Churchill. They belong to the category of “spiritual/moral/religious heroes”, 
especially if one takes into account Banduras’ concept of „spiritual modelling” (2003) that 
has powerful ramifications at the societal level due to collective efficacy (Bandura, 2000). 
So, the inclusion of “Churchill, Mao or Buddha” in the same category of “high” heroism is 
puzzling from moral, epistemic, historical and political perspectives. Bandura’s concept of 
“spiritual model” invites to a systematic investigation of the specific modes in which such 
model coped with the issue of death, an especially with the real danger of the moral death 
long before one dies clinically. Moral death is understood here as non- reaction to, acceptance 
of, and in the worst case, participation to the obvious societal evils and injustices such as 
racism, ethnic extermination, class extermination, abuse of children, sexism and in general 
oppression of the Other. Since Socrates (Apology) up to modern times there are series of 
moral exemplars who refused to die morally, to give up their high moral principles in order 
to save their lives, or those of the loved ones, to protect the material well-being and biological 
life. In explicit terms, close to the modern times, H. D. Thoreau considered the acceptance 
of moral death as “an everlasting death”. More than one hundred years later after Jan Palach 
set himself on fire because of deep moral reasons as his signal moral rebellion against the 
occupation of his country by most of the armies of the Warsaw Pact under the leadership of 
Soviet Union Vaćlav Havel did warn about the lethal danger of “moral suicide”. The present 
approach of fear of death considers not just the specific biological roots combined with the 
awareness of the limited time of life that haunts human individuals and communities but also 
with the fear of moral death that can happen long before the biological one happens.

This categorization becomes more puzzling if we consider that Becker makes the 
undisputable and crystal clear depiction of “destructive heroics”: “…as there are useless 
self-sacrifices in unjust wars, so too is there an ignoble heroics of whole societies: it can 
be the viciously destructive heroics of Hitler’s Germany or the plain debasing and silly 
heroics of the acquisition and display of consumer goods, the pilling up of money and 
privileges that now characterizes whole ways of life, capitalist and Soviet” (p. 7). However, 
regarding the last part of the statement, as one who lived within a communist society, 
marked by systematic shortage of basic goods and dominated by the three F (frică, frig, 
foame: it means fear, frigid temperature within homes and most offices and famine – hunger, 
the very long queues for basic foods). Also, I, as millions and millions of people, can bring 
witness that within the Soviet bloc (communist countries, mainly Romania) “the acquisition 
and display of consumer goods” was a simple illusion for common people and was only 
reserved to the “red bourgeoisie”.

I wondered then (late 70’s) what made Becker in 1973 to place Mao close to Churchill 
and even to Buddha among representatives of high heroism in human history? I wondered 



42 Cătălin Mamali 

but I had not enough moral strength to express it publicly, does not matter that I lived within 
a totalitarian system and Becker within an open and democratic society. Today we know 
that complex and reliable empirical studies on historic figures – see the excellent studies 
carried out by Liu and collaborators place Mao next to Lenin, Stalin and very close to 
Osama bin Laden and Adolf Hitler, the last one being “the worst rated figure in world 
history” (Hanke et al., 2015, p. 7).

It seems that Becker’s view on Mao has been strongly influenced by strategic political 
movement that opened the relationships between the USA and China during Nixon’s 
administration, a historic political dialogue. This is the “week that changed the world” 
(Nixon’s words) in late February 1972 and refers to the direct talks between President Nixon 
and Chairman Mao, after this visit has been prepared by the secret visit of Kissinger in June 
1971 to Beijing (then Peking) secret visit that seems, according to political rumors of that 
times heard in my country of origin, to have some Romanian connections. I do not know how 
much “air-time” (Peters, 2005) and space dedicated the American TV channels and the entire 
media to this visit, but I think that all that amounts to plenty of hours, images and written 
pages. So, it seems reasonable to assume that the real politics of the day might influence, 
under specific conditions, in a biased mode the scientists’ judgments on some essential issues, 
as for instance who is a positive historical hero across political borders, which otherwise look 
as being unquestionable. At the same time I assume that most of social American scientists, 
anthropologists included, and many other intellectuals and laypersons have been since long 
time well informed about the violent Cultural Revolution (did start in 1966!) and the 
aggressiveness of the Red Guards in Communist China that appalled people and even deeply 
disappointed many pragmatic Chinese politicians as Deng Xiaoping. A question remains: 
why this side of Mao has not been considered while Becker places Mao in the same category 
with Churchill or Buddha (the last two being also deeply different)? It seems to me that part 
of the answer is that the rhetoric of scientific paradigms (see Kuhn, 1962, and Mitroff’s study 
on Apollo Moon Scientists, 1974), not their major stream of argumentation, might be more 
sensitive to the political context than scientists might believe, accept or be aware of.

Becker rightly considered that humans are vitally interested in a immortality project. 
Becker points out that we all need a “life-enhancing illusion”. Religions, most frequently, 
fulfill this need. However, Becker considered that Mao (a leader/dictator of a totalitarian state) 
is similar to Churchill – a leader of democratic country and great fighter against Nazis and 
communism. Of course this is not as L. Aragon insult to write an ode dedicated to KGB.

It is obvious in human history that moral principles, as the Kantian ones, play a similar 
function. Morality is a human mode to cope with the fear of biological death under different 
conditions of repression. Usually this is carried out by martyrs. For instance, Jan Palach 
who avoided “moral suicide” through his sacrifice, as Havel called it, or “everlasting death” 
as Thoreau conceived such actions of opposing evil and accepting all the consequences of 
this disobedience.

I think that beyond and under the generous epistemic umbrella provide by TMT we can 
consider various forms of mortality in addition to the biological death.

The issue of essential philosophical sources: cross-fertilization  
across times and the need to revisit previous works

As mentioned already, Greenberg and Arndt made in their study combine in an efficient 
mode the presentation of the old roots of TMT as well as the recent experimental studies 
that are samples of the state of the art for our field. Also it is well established that Becker 
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did an amazing job by exploring many essential sources that deal with the meaning of death 
for human becoming, as he does for instance in his remarkable exploration and use of 
Kierkegaard’s original ideas and many other great contributors. Becker’s reaches his 
conclusion about the terror that marks human life: “This is the terror: to have emerged 
from nothing, to have a name, conscience of self, deep inner feelings, an excruciating inner 
yearning for life and self-expression – and with all this yet to die” (p. 87). As a matter of 
fact there are many sides of Kierkegaard’s contributions that are so clearly presented, 
discussed and developed by Becker in his seminal work that cannot be approached in this 
short comment. The same is true for many other highly relevant contributions for the 
question of death as those of Freud, Rank, etc. However, there are, at least two outstanding 
missing contributors: Spinoza and Unamuno.

It is interesting that Unamuno (1912), in addition to a series of sources that he shares 
with Becker, as are Kierkegaard’s works or those of James, reflects on Spinoza’s ideas 
about persistence as an effort to overcome nothingness (death and mortality). Spinoza’s 
meditations have a great value for many research themes as it would be that of love and 
hate (Mamali, 2003). Unamuno discusses some of the propositions of Spinoza’s Ethics that 
deal with these questions as are the following three from Part III:

Proposition/postulate VI: “Each thing, insofar as it is in itself, endeavors to persist in 
its own being”;

Proposition VII: “The conatus with which everything endeavors to persist in its own 
being is nothing, but the actual essence of the thing itself”;

Proposition VIII: “The conatus with which each single thing endeavors to persist does 
not involve finite time but indefinite time”.

Unamuno’s comment to the last postulate is revealing: “This means that your essence, 
reader, mine, that of the man Spinoza, that of the man Butler, of the man Kant, and of every 
man who is a man is nothing but the endeavor, the effort, which he makes to continue to 
be a man, not to die… This is to say that you, I, and Spinoza wish never to die and that 
this longing of ours never to die is our actual essence” (p. 7). For Unamuno the “longing 
for unending life” is existentially associated with the awareness of death (as he writes: 
“Patience, my friend, we all must die”) and together make life a tragedy. Due to this 
contradiction “life is tragedy”, “the tragedy is perpetual struggle, without victory or the 
hope of victory” (pp. 13-14, italics added).

Awareness of one’s own mortality is related to the existential despair: “I do not wish 
to die utterly, and I wish to know whether I am to die or not definitely. If I do not die, 
what is my destiny? And if I die, then nothing has any meaning for me. And there are 
three solutions: (a) I know that I shall die utterly, and then irremediable despair… (p. 33)”.

Hunger for fame, that is essentially achieved within a cultural system by cultural, political 
technological, athletic achievements etc. is considered a coping mechanism. However, here 
individuals face a different source of fear because “The heaven of fame is not very large, 
and the more there are who enter it the less is the share of each” (p. 54). Long time before 
the concept of the cultural capital (Bourdieu) we got here the idea of a harsh competition 
among cultural values that might guarantee immortality. A cultural capital that could ensure 
one’s own eternal fame. Unamuno recalls Tacitus who made explicit that the hunger for 
fame is so powerful that some people might prefer of acquiring bad-fame instead of no-fame, 
“even though it be an infamous fame: avidus malae famae, as Tacitus says” (p. 111). One 
might ask if Kierkegaard’s highly deliberated choice to use pseudo-names for many of his 
works expressed his detachment from the terror of fame or longing for eternal recognition 
lived by intellectuals (creative or less creative) while he explored and pointed out the meaning 
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of death in human becoming? So, commonly the hunger of fame is a way of escaping from 
the terror of “being nothing” and expression of “yearning” for immortality. All these, 
related to what Unamuno calls the “supreme human needs” that “is the need of not dying, 
the need of enjoying forever the plenitude of our own individual limitation”, generate the 
“tragic sense of life”. Unamuno’s insight seems to be in tune with the thoughts and actions 
of major social reformers who attempted to base their urge for social change on high moral 
principles. This is crystal clear expressed in the classical text Civil Disobedience by Thoreau 
(who also has ideas of great value for modern motivational theories) who refers to the 
“everlasting death” of those who do not listen to their conscience and do not act in tune 
with high moral principles; accesses to symbolic immortality is conditioned by the moral 
value of one’s acts. Thoreau considered that immortality, which might be in human reach, 
is nurtured by creative work (work as poet) but only if higher moral laws are respected 
(1848/1970, pp. 458-474). Later on, Arendt considered that within the classical framework 
one’s self-actualization might be achieved by “striving for immortality which originally 
have been the sprig and center of the vita active” (1958, p. 21).

Unamuno’s approach of the “the tragic sense of life” is in a significant part related to 
the way he conceives the historical and humane functions of religions and their perspective 
on “immortality”: “all religion has sprung historically from the cult of the dead – that is 
to say from the cult of immortality” (p. 40). He considers that this is obvious in the resources 
and energy invested in, and the cross generational care for the “houses”, monuments built 
for the dead: “It is the strong-builded houses of the dead that have withstood the ages, not 
the houses of the living; not the temporary lodgings but the permanent habituations” (p. 41). 
Unamuno underscores the fact that this is cultural approach to death which is at the origin 
and preservation of religions is not a cult “of death but of immortality”. Human efforts to 
emerge from “the depth of this anguish, from the abyss of the feeling of our mortality” 
lead toward a word of permanent light through acts and behaviors that are believed to have 
an eternal value (p. 41).

Unamuno’s ideas regarding the tragic sense of life, the awareness of mortality and human 
hunger for immortality and the human need to not die might be relevant for recent studies 
on the failure of the Soviet Experiment in Secularization (Froese, 2008). Despite the Marxian 
theory according to which the “shutting off religious supply” will necessarily lead to the 
death of religious practices, institutions and beliefs and in spite of the systematic repression 
practiced by the Soviet system in order to eliminate religion from the social space, religion 
and religious practices and beliefs not only survived, but they had a significant role in the 
fall down of communism and re-emerged in a more powerful mode after 1989. One has to 
keep in mind that even the hard atheistic communist leaders did long for “immortality” and 
personal “immortal houses”, such as the Red Mausoleums. Within such “immortal houses” 
for “immortal political leaders have been placed Lenin, Stalin, etc., all turned into semi-
gods of the communist utopia that claimed to be the last stage, so the eternal one, of social 
development. From a rather different perspective I feel the need to mention that even the 
graves of the founders of empires (as it is the case with the Ottoman one) are still object 
of a great care and decisive actions we have witnessed in recent years and days. So, is fear 
of death just an individual feeling, a state or it can be also an expression of a collective 
anxiety induced by the awareness mortality at all levels of existence, the societal included?

It seems that the exploration of old roots, even if we are aware that a researcher or a 
research team, no matter how skilled and dedicated they are, cannot exhaust all these 
sources, and the approach of these old roots in correlation to the new developments of 
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various fields of psychological research might help to generate creative syntheses and advance 
the scientific knowledge.

The excellent Handbook, inclusively all its chapters do show again the complexity, 
dynamics and beauty of our field. The fact that one reader might find out some additional 
sources (besides those indicated there are others: such as the importance of Ribot’s logic 
of sentiments or Heider’s model of cognitive balance, for instance) should be considered 
just a very small input into the great dialogue and intersubjective enterprise of this area.

Résumé. L’étude explore si des préoccupations morales majeures et des principes moraux intériorisés 
pourraient influencer la manière dont nous faisons face à la peur de la mort et aux menaces de 
mort. Le fait de penser à sa propre capitulation morale ou à sa résistance au mal influence-t-il sa 
propre façon de faire face aux menaces de mort et à la peur de la mort ? Au cours de l’histoire 
l’humanité, face à des maux sociétaux majeurs, une forte préoccupation pour la survie morale avait 
pu émerger, parfois même au prix de la mort. L’étude avance l’idée que la peur de la mortalité ne 
peut pas être réduite à la mort physique (mort biologique) car les humains sont confrontés à de 
nombreux types de mortalité tels que : la mort culturelle, la mort sociale, la mort politique et 
surtout la mort morale, ou comme l’a appelé Havel, en l’honneur du sacrifice de Jan Palach, «suicide 
moral ». La mort morale est comprise comme la capitulation face à diverses menaces (y compris 
de la mort physique). Dans le cas des exemples moraux, on observe que la capacité et la volonté 
d’anticiper la mort morale sont associées à une libre acceptation de grandes pertes telles que la 
propriété, le bien-être familial, la liberté et même sa propre vie. 

Mots-clés: mort biologique/physique, mort morale, mort politique, mortalité sociétale, souci 
collectif de l’immortalité, symptôme de la Grande Bibliothèque d’Alexandrie

Rezumat. Studiul examinează condiţiile în care preocupările morale majore şi principiile morale 
interiorizate pot influenţa modurile în care facem faţă fricii de moarte şi ameninţărilor cu moartea. 
Faptul de a lua în considerare propria capitulare morală sau rezistenţa la rău influenţează propriile 
moduri de a face faţă ameninţărilor cu moartea şi fricii de moarte? Lucrarea presupune că, de-a 
lungul istoriei omenirii, confruntându-se cu rele majore ale societăţii, a apărut o preocupare puternică 
pentru supravieţuirea morală, chiar şi cu preţul morţii. Moartea morală este înţeleasă ca o capitulare 
în faţa diverselor ameninţări (inclusiv cu moartea fizică). În cazul exemplelor morale, se observă 
cum capacitatea şi dorinţa de a preveni moartea morală sunt asociate cu o acceptare liberă a unor 
mari pierderi precum proprietatea, bunăstarea familiei, libertatea şi chiar propria viaţă. 

Cuvinte-cheie: moarte biologică/fizică, moarte morală, moarte politică, mortalitate societală, grija 
colectivă pentru nemurire, simptomul Marii Biblioteci din Alexandria
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