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We present an existential account of the psychological function of artistic
activity derived from terror management theory. From this perspective, artistic
creation and response alleviate concerns with mortality by affording
opportunitics o bolster cultural belief systems that provide death-
transcending meaning and significance. We review research showing that
reminders of mortality exaggerate people’s responses (positive and negative) to
artworks that bear on their conceptions of death, cultural ideologies and
symbols, and bases of meaning. We also review research on the interplay
between the motives for terror management and creative self-expression. We
compare a TMT analysis to alternative accounts of art’s function derived from
uncertainty management theory (e.g., van den Bos, 2009) and the meaning
maintenance model (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006). We conclude by
recommending that future research examine whether immersive aesthetic
engagement is psychologically beneficial because it provides temporary relief
from the awareness of death.

The refusal to believe in the finality of death made the pyramids rise from the
sland ... If the word *death’ were absent from our vocabulary, the great works of
literature would have remained unwritten.

Arthur Koestler (1978, p. 18)

Along with language and religion, a defining characteristic of our species is
the capacity to create and respond to art. Following influential analyses of
art (e.g., Freeland, 2001), we adopt Anderson’s (1990) definition of art as
“culturally significant meaning, skillfully encoded in an affecting, sensuous
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medium” (p. 238). Beginning with intricately carved pendants in Cro-
Magnon burial sites, the tendency to make and respond to one or usually
more of what are called the arts—sculpting, dancing, musical performance,
dramatising, image making, and the adornment of bodies and living spaces
with decorated artefacts—is found universally in every human group that
exists today, or is known to have existed (Dissanayake, 1995; Donald, 1991;
Mithen, 1996; Tattersall, 1998).

Artistic activity is integral to diverse aspects of social life, including rituals
to ensure success in group ventures, rites of passage, recognition of seasonal
changes, and memorial occasions (Dissanayake, 1990). It also demands
enormous effort and resources. As Tolstoy (1898/1995, pp. 3, 4, 9) put it:

Hundreds of thousands of workers — carpenters, masons, painters, joiners, paper-
hangers, tailors, hairdressers, jewelers, bronze founders, typesetters — spend their
whole lives in hard labor to satisfy the demands of art ... Hundreds of thousands
of people devote their entire lives to learning how to twirl their legs very
quickly (dancers), to learning how to finger keys or strings very quickly
(musicians) ... every ballet, circus, opera, operetta, exhibition, painting, concert,
printing of a book, requires the intense effort of thousands and thousands of
people, working forcedly at what are often harmful and humiliating tasks.

The fact that people in every known culture have invested considerable
time, effort, and emotion in artistic activity suggests that it is not an
occasional or incidental occupation; rather, it is central to the lives of
individuals and societies. Indeed, many of the ideological founders of social
psychology—including John Dewey (1934) and Fritz Heider (1958)—argued
that people’s engagement with art was a critical subject that warranted
rigorous psychological study. These theorists began, as we do, with a basic
question: What is art for? What does artistic activity do for people that
accounts for its integral role in social life? While there is substantial evidence
that language is an important evolutionary adaptation, and social psycholo-
gical research has increasingly explored the motives that drive religious belief
and practice (Sedikides, 2010), social psychology lacks a broad and empirically
useful account of the motivational underpinnings of artistic activity.

In this chapter we present an account of art’s psychological function
derived from terror management theory (TMT; Greenberg, Pyszczynski, &
Solomon, 1986; Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 2004). According to
the theory, people avert the potential anxiety engendered by the awareness
of mortality by subscribing to cultural worldviews, which afford opportu-
pities to view one’s life as valuable and persisting in some way after physical
death. From this perspective, artistic creation and response serve to buffer
death anxiety by transforming the meaning of death to make it less
threatening, representing cultural beliefs and icons, and offering experiences
that temporarily alleviate individuals’ awareness of themselves as finite
Creatures.



116 LANDAU, SULLIVAN, SOLOMON

In the following sections we elaborate on these points and reviey
empirical evidence for the role of terror management processes in multiple
aspects of artistic creation and response. We also argue that TMT offers a
more coherent, empirically substantiated, and generative account of art's
significance in human affairs compared to accounts derived from other
theoretical perspectives on existential motivation.

TERROR MANAGEMENT THEORY

TMT is inspired by cultural anthropologist Ernest Becker’s (1971, 1973)
efforts to synthesise insights from biology, philosophy, and the social
sciences into an interdisciplinary analysis of human motivation. Becker
observed that although humans share with all other forms of life a biological
predisposition towards continued existence in the service of survival and
reproduction, they possess a unique symbolic intelligence that enables them
to conceive of their existence in the abstract, ponder the past, and imagine
possible future outcomes. As a byproduct of these otherwise adaptive
cognitive faculties, people are aware that their death is always potentially
imminent, likely to occur for reasons beyond their control, and ultimately
inevitable.

Becker and TMT posit that the awareness of mortality conflicts with
survival goals and thus creates the potential to experience severe anxiety, or
terror. To buffer themselves from threatening death-related ideation and
avoid the experience of terror, people invest in two interrelated psycholo-
gical structures. The first is a cultural worldview: a set of socially constructed
beliefs about reality that provides a meaningful account of the origin and
nature of the universe, a set of principles by which to live, and the promiise of
immortality (either literal or symbolic) to socially valued individuals. The
second structure is self-esteem: the perception that one is a valuable
contributor to something larger, more meaningful, and longer lasting than
mere animal existence. Thus Christians adhere to the ten commandments to
gain entrance to heaven (literal immortality), academics follow the “publish
or perish” maxim hoping to leave some trace of their existence on dusty
bookshelves (symbolic immortality), parents “live on” through their
children, and so forth. However, because these systems of meaning and
personal value are fragile symbolic constructions, people must continually
strive to buttress the validity of their cultural worldview, and live up to
culturally derived standards of value, to avoid the threatening awareness
that death may signal the absolute end of their existence.

Over 350 experiments conducted by independent researchers in 13
countries have produced findings in accord with hypotheses derived from
TMT (for reviews of this work, see Burke, Martens, & Faucher, 2010;
Greenberg, Solomon, & Arndt, 2008). Most of this research tests variations
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of the mortality salience hypothesis, which states that if cultural worldviews
and the personal significance they afford function to protect individuals
against mortality concerns, then asking people to think about their own
death should increase their need for this symbolic protection, and
consequently should provoke judgements and behaviours that affirm their
worldview and culturally derived bases of self-esteem.

In a typical experiment, participants entering the Jab are asked to
complete a packet of questionnaires as part of an ostensible personality
assessment. The mortality salience manipulation follows standard person-
ality inventories that are included to support the cover story. Participants in
the mortality salience condition answer two open-ended questions: ““Please
briefly describe the emotions that the thought of your own death arouse in
you”, and “Jot down, as specifically as you can, what you think will happen
to you as you physically die”. Participants in control conditions answer
parallel questions about other topics. Participants are then given an
opportunity either to assert their self-worth, or to evaluate objects, people,
or ideas that support or contradict their cultural worldviews.

For example, Greenberg et al. (1990, Study 1) had Christian participants
rate Christian and Jewish targets (who were portrayed as quite similar
except for religious background) after a mortality salience or control
induction. In the control condition there were no differences in participants’
evaluations of the targets; however, mortality salience increased affection for
the fellow Christian target and exaggerated hostility towards the Jewish
target. In a follow-up experiment (Greenberg et al., 1990, Study 3),
American college students primed with mortality or a control topic
evaluated essays supposedly written by an American author who either
praised or condemned the American way of life. Participants rated the
author of the pro-US essay more favourably than the author of the anti-US
gssay in the control condition; however, in response to mortality salience
this tendency was exaggerated in both directions (i.e., more positive and
negative reactions to pro- and anti-US authors, respectively).

The general tenor of these and conceptually related studies is that
mortality salience increases conformity to and defence of the cultural
worldview to which the individual subscribes. A substantial amount of
research on the parameters and cognitive processes associated with
mortality salience supports the unique role of mortality concerns in
mortality salience effects (see Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Solomon, &
Maxfield, 2006). Mortality salience has been manipulated in a variety of
ways (e.g., explicit death reminders followed by a delay, subliminal primes
of the word “death”) and has been compared with the salience of a variety
of topics that are anxiety provoking (e.g., pain, paralysis), future oriented
(e.g., upcoming events), self-relevant (e.g., embarrassment, social exclusion,
uncertainty), and existential in nature (e.g., meaninglessness). Mortality
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salience-induced worldview adherence is not caused by heightened self
awareness or high cognitive load (e.g., Greenberg et al., 1995a).
_ Hundreds of studies show that mortality salience inductions do not
influence subjective mood (positive or negative) and that the effects of
mortality salience on defensive responses remain intact after statistically
f:ontrolling for variations in mood and affect. These effects are caused by an
Increase in the accessibility of death-related ideation outside of current focal
atte‘ntio.n, which signals a heightened potential for anxiety, but not the
subjective experience of anxiety or “terror” (Greenberg et al., 2003).
Specifically, research shows that an increase in the accessibility of death-
related ideation, and not ideation related to aversive outcomes other than
death, is the necessary and sufficient condition for mortality salience to elicit
worldview defence and self-esteem striving (for a review of this work, see
Hayes, Schimel, Arndt, & Faucher, 2010). Both supraliminal and sublirr,linal
inductions of mortality salience heighten the accessibility of death-related
th_oughts (e.g., Arndt, Greenberg, Pyszcznski, & Solomon, 1997a; Jonas &
Fischer, 2006); the opportunity to affirm meaning- and value-conferring
constructs following a mortality salience prime reduces death thought
acc_:essibility back to baseline levels. For example, reminding intrinsically
re!lgious people of their religiosity, allowing people to denigrate an essay
criticising their country, providing positive personality feedback, and having
people think of valued close relationships all reduce mortality salience-
heighte;ned death thought accessibility and mortality salience-induced
defensiveness (e.g., Arndt, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszcznski, & Simon
1997b; Greenberg, Arndt, Schimel, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 2001i
He_lrmon-Jones et al., 1997, Jonas & Fischer, 2006; Schimel, Hayes’
Williams, & Jahrig, 2007); the effects of stimuli that prime thoughts ot’"
death on worldview defence and self-esteem striving are statistically
mediated by death thought accessibility (Vail, Vess, & Arndt, 2010); and
finally, variables that mitigate mortality salience effects on such defenc’cs do
so by reducing death thought accessibility (Cohen, Sullivan, Solomon
Greenberg, & Ogilvie, in press). 5
Taken together, these findings make a strong case that the effects of
mortality salience on increasing defensive responses are specifically due to
the salience of death-related concerns. Additionally, a substantial body of
work demonstrates a specific sequence of cognitive events underlying the
effects of explicit death reminders, involving initial proximal defences (e.g.
d§nial of vulnerability, intentions to live more healthily) followed by quitt:,
different distal reactions (worldview defence and self-esteem striving; reviews
of this work are found in Arndt, Cook, & Routledge, 2004a; Pyszczynski
Greenberg, & Solomon, 1999). ’
. It is important to note that the defensive responses to death-related
ideation observed in TMT research are neither directly nor logically
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connected to the problem of death. That is, faith in a cultural worldview and
self-esteem do not reduce one’s vulnerability to death or increase physical
Jongevity in any literal sense. What they do offer, according to TMT, is a
symbolic defence against the awareness of mortality by affording
opportunities to view one’s life or legacy as persisting in some significant
way after death. From a TMT standpoint, art functions in large part to
buffer mortality concerns by bolstering faith in the socially shared systems of
meaning and personal value that imbue life with death-transcending
significance. Below we review research findings in accord with this
perspective. In the Conclusion section we speculate that art may also buffer
mortality concerns by transforming the individual’s normal consciousness of

self and time.

A note on explanatory scope

Before turning to the research literature, it will be helpful to specify what a
TMT account should and should not be expected to accomplish, and what
benefits it offers to students of psychology in general or art in particular. As
a theory of the function of both self-esteem and culture, TMT is broad in
scope, and has indeed been applied to explain a wide range of social
phenomena, including prejudice, close relationships, and legal decision
making, to name just a few. We can thus expect a TMT account of art to
encompass many diverse aspects of artistic activity, including the
psychology of artist and audience, positive and negative responses to art
of all types, and the creative process. Of course, our account should be
evaluated primarily for its internal coherence and ability to generate novel
hypotheses that are supported by empirical research. However, insofar as
these criteria are adequately met, TMT’s breadth provides a definite
advantage for the investigator interested in examining multiple aspects of
artistic activity, compared to perspectives that focus more specifically on a
limited range of art’s sociological, anthropological, or economic functions.

With that said, a TMT account does not aspire to explain all aspects of
art, nor even to explain certain aspects as well as other, more specialised
perspectives. To give one obvious example, as the above quote from Tolstoy
suggests, there are Socioeconomic aspects of art, such as the budgets allotted
different motion pictures or the funding of art museums, which TMT (and
indeed most psychological theories) would fail to explain in much detail (see
Koemer & Rausing, 2003). Also beyond our current scope are those factors
influencing the development and reception of specific artworks in any given
historical-cultural context, and the waxing and waning of themes (including
death and mortality) in art across cultures and time. And we certainly align
ourselves with Berlyne’s (1972) view that a useful empirical approach to art
should refrain from evaluative judgements, i.e., from commenting on what
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works should be considered “good” as opposed to “bad” art. We believe

that TMT’s .inability to explain all facets of a particular artwork or art
movement will be offset b){ its ability to provide an overarching, empirical]

§ubstant1ated, and generative account of the psychological motivations th ’
influence artistic activity. 3

It is important to note that theories differ in the relative exclusivity of

‘theIr definitions regarding which cultural objects and activities qualif
‘art”’. A long-standing tradition in Western aesthetics (rooted in theorigs a?
beauty such as Kant’s, 1790/1987) defines art narrowly as those objects 3
performances that are valued solely on the basis of their ability to proyideo'r
pleasurable a_nd edifying experience that serves no ulterior pu;pose. On thid
account, art is properly distinguished from artefacts (e.g., masks designeg
for a fertility ritual) that seem designed to serve some purpose other tha
pure gesthetic enjoyment. In contrast to this “art for art’s sake” view som{,:1
theor}sts (e.g., Geertz, 1983) argue that cultural artefacts possessiné clear
funcponal properties beyond aesthetic value, such as ornate pieces of
furrgture, can nevertheless convey culturally significant meanings and thy
qualify as art. i
For our current purposes, not all cultural artefacts should be considered

art. Anderson’s (1990) definition, which we adopt, specifies that art encodes
cultural meanings in a sensuous medium. In keeping with this definition we
focus our review on studies that examine how people respond to and create
ar.tefacts that convey culturally significant meaning through media that are
WId.ely recognised as artistic media: painting, film, literature, and image
design. Thus we will not discuss terror management research’focusing on
people’s engagement with cultural artefacts that are not rendered in artistic
media, such as consumer products. Readers interested in this work are
referred to Greenberg, Simon, Porteus, Pyszczynski, and Solomon (1995b)
and Arndt, Solomon, Kasser, and Sheldon (2004b).

TERROR MANAGEMENT AND POSITIVE
RESPONSES TO ART

Qng way that art functions to manage mortality concerns is by allowing
individuals to come to terms with mortality through cathartic experiences
that make death seem to be more than a brute biological fact. Tragedy—one
of the most common artistic genres since the dramas of Ancient Greece—
seems particularly well suited to allow individuals to vicariously confront
the experience of mortality in a safe context (Ariés, 1981; Gonzalez-Crussi
1993). While experiencing tragic art (which often contains themes of deat};
and bereavement), people are exposed to the idea of death as part of the
meaningful framework of a narrative, and emerge from the experience
unscathed.
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Building on these ideas, Goldenberg and colleagues (1999) empirically
assessed the role of mortality concerns in the experience of tragic content in
art. Mortality salience was manipulated by asking participants to respond in
writing to two open-ended items about the imagined experience of death
(the same induction used in the Greenberg et al., 1990, studies described
above; participants in the control condition responded to paralle]l questions
about the neutral experience of watching television). Following the
mortality salience manipulation, participants evaluated a tragic passage on
the topic of mortality from Ernest Hemingway’s novel 4 Farewell to Arms
(1929) as well as a neutral passage with no mention of mortality from
Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises (1929; the passages were counterbalanced,
and pre-tested by a separate group of participants, who rated the Farewell
excerpt as significantly more tragic than the Sun excerpt). After reading each
passage, participants were asked to rate their emotional response to the
passage (“How touched were you by the story?”, “How much feeling was
aroused by the story?””) and their enjoyment of the passage (‘““How much did
you appreciate the story?”, “How much did you enjoy the story?”’; responses
were made on 1-7 scales).

The results (presented in Figure 1) revealed a main effect of story type,
such that participants preferred the tragic story overall, qualified by an
interaction with mortality salience. Mortality salient participants were
significantly more emotionally responsive to the tragic excerpt, whereas
mortality salience did not significantly affect responses to the neutral
passage. Furthermore, mortality salient participants expressed significantly

Emotional Response Enjoyment

OMortality Salience
E TV Salience

OMortality Salience
(- S — TV Salience H 6

Neutral Passage

Neutral Passage Tragic Passage

Tragic Passage

Figure 1. Emotional response to and enjoyment of tragic and neutral literary passages as a
function of mortality salience (Goldenberg et al., 1999). Higher scores indicate greater
emotional response and enjoyment. Scale ranged from 1 to 7.
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less enjoyment of the neutral passage, and a trend towards greater
enjoyment of the tragic passage. These findings suggest that concerns
with death enhance engagement with tragic (as opposed to non-tragic) art
From the present perspective, we believe that this is because tragic ari
provides a culturally sanctioned, cathartic but safe encounter with the idea
of death.

O_f course, art allows safe contemplation of multiple aversive outcomes
ranging beyond the reality of death. Nevertheless, the theme of death ha;
occupied an especially prominent place in art since its inception. Death hag
l?een a major theme of all art forms from the earliest known works of
literature—such as the ancient Mesopotamian epic of Gilgamesh, which
chronicles its hero’s quest for eternal life—to the blockbusters of the twenty-
first century (Hankiss, 2001). Also, artistic representations of death figure
prominently in ceremonial rituals and celebrations such as Halloween and
The Day of the Dead (El Dia de los Muertos). In these contexts, art forms
such as image making and dance are used to transform the meaning of death
from an abstract and unpredictable eventuality into stylised images (e.g
skeletons) and anthropomorphised agents (e.g., Grim Reaper), thercb;
allowing people to “act out” a confrontation with death without triggering
the fear engendered by the awareness of their actual impending death
(Gonzalez-Crussi, 1993). Although art can offer a vicarious window into any
number of trying human experiences—such as depression, madness
betrayal, and drug addiction—death themes in art are historically and,
cross-culturally ubiquitous (de Pascale, 2009), suggesting that artworks that
transform the meaning of death have a unique psychological importance.

];1‘1 addition to affording vicarious confrontations with death, art
facilitates terror management by lending concrete form-to the cultural
worldview and thereby bolstering faith in its validity. As noted above
cgltural worldviews portray the world as having a stable, predictable order’
within which one can confidently establish a sense of death transcendence.
However, worldviews are abstract, symbolic, and thus fragile social
constructions, in constant need of reinforcement from others who share
one’s beliefs, and under constant ideological threat from those who do not
(Berger & Luckmann, 1967).

.Otto Rank (1932/1998) was among the first to note that engagements
Wlth art afford opportunities to give tangible form to abstract cultural
ideologies. For example, certain paintings completed during the time of the
Epropean Renaissance (e.g., Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel ceiling) were
widely praised for their ability to vividly depict otherwise abstract or elusive
aspects of Christian ideology, such as Christ’s majesty, and thereby support
comprehension of and participation in that ideology. Similarly, if early
f:olonjsers had asked native Papua New Guineans how they felt secure living
in a world that (they believed) was populated by spirits, the natives would
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doubtless have pointed to their elaborate ritual masks designed to navigate
the spirit world (Corbin, 1998).

Insofar as artworks give concrete form to the culturally derived beliefs
and group identities that protect individuals against mortality concerns,
then reverence for artwork representing central aspects of the cultural
worldview should be exaggerated when mortality is made salient. Research
assessing this possibility has examined people’s reactions to artistic
depictions of culturally iconic individuals. Beginning with the Egyptians
and continuing to the present day, cultures have used art as a forum for
representing in an enduring medium those individuals who are held up as
embodiments of virtue and lasting significance (Hauser, 1951; Rank, 1932/
1998). Consequently, TMT would suggest that mortality reminders will
increase people’s attraction to art that exalts those iconic individuals.

In one study assessing this claim, Landau (2010) hypothesised that
mortality salience would increase American participants’ preference for art
depicting American icons. Participants were first asked to respond in writing
to two open-ended items about either their own mortality or aversive
feelings of personal uncertainty. Then they viewed paintings on a computer
screen at their own pace. The paintings were matched on size, colour
intensity, and other formal qualities. Critically, though, half depicted
American icons (e.g., Emanuel Leutze’s George Washington Crossing the
Delaware, Andy Warhol's Superman), while the others depicted either
anonymous individuals (e.g., Manet’s Bar at the Folies-Bergére) or widely
recognised individuals who are not considered American icons (e.g.,
Warhol’s Chairman Mao, da Vinci's Mona Lisa). Afterward, the paintings
were presented again and participants were instructed to rate (on a
continuous scale) the familiarity of the individuals depicted in the paintings.

As predicted, mortality salient participants spent almost twice the
amount of time looking at paintings representing icons of the American
worldview compared to participants in the uncertainty salience condition,
whereas mortality salience had no effect on participants’ attraction to
paintings depicting individuals who are not icons of the American
worldview. To ensure that this effect was not simply due to a mortality
salience-induced preference for familiar stimuli, Landau (2010) conducted
an analysis of covariance with the familiarity ratings as a covariate and the
primary predicted effect remained statistically significant. Thus, this finding
was not caused by a difference in preference for familiarity between the
mortality salience and uncertainty salience conditions.

Additional evidence comes from TMT research on reactions to “celebrity
art”. Celebrities are not only represented in art; they often take it upon
themselves to produce visual art, even if this sort of creation is in no way
related to the area in which they have made their name. Such celebrity “‘side-
projects” are seldom taken very seriously, due to a general assumption that



124 LANDAU, SULLIVAN, SOLOMON

the work§ receive attention based on their creator’s status rather than their
own merit (Knode, 2007). We would therefore expect people to jud eu
artwo'rk less favourably if they believe it to be the work of a e a3
celebrity rather than a professional arfist. roneng
" ’{M'II‘ tg)ff(i_rs a diflerent way to [hink' about this phenomenon. It suggests

a cele Fltles are valued representatives of the cultural worldview, Th;
analysis yields a testable hypothesis: Mortality salience should increal g
appeal of work; that reinforce the specialness of celebrities, even in thSe .
ridiculed domain of celebrity-created art. In a study testing’ this h t}el O'&-
Greenberg, Koslof, Solomon, Cohen, and Landau (2009) had pa};lt)i(é' %
cornp}ete two open-ended items about ejther death or aversive feeliz?g)zné;

Of course, art can also function to immortalise the artist him or h [
(l?ecker'(1973) npted that, through artistic achievements, the ersoerseﬁ
earn 1mlr.10rtal{ty as a result of his own unique git,"ts HIijs cn ol
work ... gives him personal immortality; it is his own ‘be'yond’ ar(eiatlve
that of others” (p. 172). Indeed, this “creative solution” to the robrl1 g
mqrtahty awarencss seems to work: poets, novelists com F(;ser i
painters constitute a large percentage of the few humanz whsc’) aaI;:

Unknown Artist

Celebrity

Figurff 2. Liking for art by an unknown artist (Stiltson)
function of mortality salience (Greenberg et al, 2009). Hi
art. Scale ranged from 1 to 9. ’ e

vs a celebrty (Johnny Depp) as a
her scores indicate greater liking of
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remembered centuries after their deaths. Although experimental research
has yet to assess whether terror management motivation heightens people’s
incentive to immortalise themselves through artistic achievements, observa-
tional research shows, in line with our analysis, that artists for whom death
is salient are more desirous of creating a personal legacy. Specifically,
gimonton (1989) coded and analysed nearly 2000 works by 172 composers
of classical music and found that, as they approach their death, composers
hecome more invested in writing non-controversial works that will secure
them mass public appeal, and this effect holds even controlling for variables
such as composer eminence, total output, and lifespan.

The research reviewed so far shows that positive engagements with art
function, at least in part, to buffer the individual against the potential for
death anxiety by lending meaning to death and by exalting individuals who
embody cultural standards of value. If people rely on art to quell deeply
rooted existential fears, then we might also expect that mortality salience
would amplify negative reactions to art that threatens to undermine
security-providing beliefs in one’s cultural worldview, sense of connected-
ness to others, and feelings of self-esteem. The next section reviews research

assessing this possibility.

TERROR MANAGEMENT AND NEGATIVE RESPONSES TO ART
AND CREATIVITY

Art as marker of intergroup strife

The history of art is replete with divisive controversies occasionally
culminating in violence, resulting sometimes from the defamation by one
individual or group of the favoured art of another, and sometimes from
moral outrage experienced directly in response to a particular work or type
of work. In 1497 Dominican priest Girolamo Savonarola organized a
notorious falo delle vanita (“bonfire of the vanities™), ordering the public
burning in Florence of several sculptures, books, and paintings that he
deemed lewd (including works by Michelangelo and Botticelli; Macey,
1998). More recently, the Taliban government oversaw the destruction by
tanks of what were once the world’s largest standing Buddha statues in
Bamiyan, as part of a campaign to eradicate non-Islamic art (CNN.com,
2007).

Such enmity resulting from art-related disputes seems extreme, but it
makes sense when considered in light of TMT. As we have seen, artistic
symbols lend concrete form to cultural meaning systems that help buffer
mortality concerns. Importantly, this defensive function depends on
consensus: Giotto’s painting Crucifix symbolises divine salvation not due
to any intrinsic quality of the artwork, but because a group of people
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conspire to believe it does (Danto, 1964). This means that the artworks

valued by different cultures and subcultures help to unite their members b

also to distinguish them from members of other groups (Reicher & Hop],(i i
2001). But the division is not a simple discrepancy in taste; if an artjsrtl‘s’
symbol carries death-denying meaning and significance, then when otheIC
dese;rate it (as when artist Andres Serrano presented a photograph Ofrs
crucifix suspended in his own urine), this undermines the validit: ?
psychological structures that protect people from death-related fears yanod
consequently can trigger compensatory efforts to disparage the oﬂe;ld‘

artwork or the individuals associated with it. K

Qur analysis suggests that people derive terror-assuaging meaning from
their aesthetic preferences, and are therefore likely to respond negatively to
outgroups perceived to have incompatible artistic preferences, particulélrl
when mortality is salient. Interestingly, several experiments in the traditioz
of social identity theory (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1986) have created minimal
groups through the assignment of individuals to groups based on thejr
apparent afesthetic preferences. From the perspective of social identity
theory, an inherent ingroup bias will lead individuals to show favouritism
towards individuals with whom they share a common ingroup identity, as in
the case of apparent shared artistic preference (although allocatiém to
groups was, in fact, random, and in numerous studies has been explicitly
random). This result has been found in multiple studies (Billig & Tajfel
1973; T_ajfel, Flament, Billig, & Bundy, 1971). From the standpoint ofTMT’
group 1fi§ntiﬁes reinforce our sense of death-transcendence by providiné
;onnect1v1_ty, continuity, and a shared cultural worldview, and therefore the
Ingroup bias demonstrated in minimal groups studies should be strength-
ened by the presence of mortality salience. N

H'ar_mon-Jones, Greenberg, Solomon, and Simon (1996) tested this
possibility by first leading participants to believe that they were assigned to
one of two groups on the basis of either random assignment or their relative
preference for the paintings of either Paul Klee or Wassily Kandinsky. The
research_ers then assigned participants to respond to two open-ended items
concerning either death or watching televisjon. Finally they measured
ingroup bias by asking participants to rate thejr liking for ingroup and
outgroup members.

Participants who believed they were assigned on the basis of artistic
preference showed more ingroup bias than participants who believed they
were randomly assigned, replicating prior minimal groups research (Billig &
Ta)ffel? 1973). However, mortality salience led to a larger bias among
participants assigned on the basis of aesthetic preferences; in contrast
mortality salience did not increase intergroup bias if the groups were;
randomly assigned. Taken in conjunction with the minimal groups findings
from the wider social identity theory literature, this experiment suggests that
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artistic preferences are one source (among many) of intergroup categorisa-
tion, and therefore a catalyst of intergroup hostility. Moreover, the
Harmon-Jones et al. study suggests that concerns with death may exacerbate
disputes between social groups with distinct identities, even when the
distinction between those groups appears to be little more than a “‘mere”
matter of taste.

Aside from blatantly catalysing intergroup hostilities, there is another,
perhaps more insidious, way in which art can contribute to sociocultural
divides with psychological consequences. Many times cultural ideologies are
adapted from one culture to the other and expressed in artistic media. For
example, North American interior design stores carry “‘exotic” African
masks and carvings, Zuni Indian fetishes, Balinese clothes hooks, cabinets
topped with Buddha sculptures, and Feng Shui soaps.

But how do members of the (often minority) worldview react to these
adaptations of their culture? They might find them offensive and even
exploitive when they involve an appropriation and distortion of culturally
valued meanings, particularly if the artistic adaptations serve only to
generate revenue for the majority group (Rogers, 2006). Indeed, exposure to
such culturally appropriative art has even been shown to negatively impact
minority individuals’ sense of personal value. Fryberg, Markus, Oyserman,
and Stone (2008) found that Native American students exposed to images
from the film Pocahontas— a portrayal of a minority (Native American)
culture through the eyes of the majority (European American) culture—
showed decreased self-esteem compared to Native American students who
did not see the film clips.

From a TMT perspective, culturally appropriative art is psychologically
threatening to members of the depicted minority culture because it
adulterates the cultural systems of meaning that protect them from
mortality concerns (Salzman & Halloran, 2004). To test this idea, Klackl
and Jonas (2009) examined whether, after being primed with thoughts of
their own death, members of one worldview are more threatened when
another worldview appropriates its artworks for purposes of commodifica-
tion. These researchers first asked Austrian participants to complete a
computerised word-matching task, during which they were subliminally
primed with either the German word for “death” or the word for “pain”.
Participants then rated how much they liked photographs of various
symbols and artworks associated with Austrian culture (and particularly
with the city of Salzburg, where the data were collected). The photographs
included three photos of symbols associated with traditional Austrian art: a
local statue of Mozart, the house where Mozart was born, and the
Residenzbrunnen (an ornate Baroque fountain in the Salzburg city centre).
Another photo was a still image {rom the American film The Sound of
Music. This film represents a highly sentimentalised distortion of a true
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Austrian story that took place in Salzburg, and furthermore featureg
stereotypes of old Europe that many Austrians find offensive (Kammerhg.
fer-Aggermann & Keul, 2000). Participants subliminally primed wity
mortality salience rated the traditional symbols more positively than pajn-
primed participants, but exhibited the opposite effect for the commodifieq
symbol of The Sound of Music, rating it more negatively. Since mortality

concerns prompt people to cling to their cultural worldview, they can alsg

exacerbate aversion to artworks perceived as exploitative of that worldview,
even when those artworks superficially appear flattering of the culture (as in
the case of Pocahontas or The Sound of Music).

Responses to apparently meaningless and unconventional art

A TMT account of art’s psychological function helps elucidate art’s
unflattering historical role as an occasional marker of intergroup conflict.
On a smaller scale, TMT can also explain individual$’ negative responses to
particular artworks. Studies show that individuals respond negatively to art
that explicitly goes against their values in a way that is perceived as either
offensive (because it elicits anger in the viewer) or unpleasant (because it
elicits disgust; Silvia & Brown, 2007). But consider negative reactions to
artworks that do not directly offend or disgust, but which seem (super-
ficially) either to have no clear meaning or purpose at all—such as the
chaotic or shockingly minimalist works characteristic of Modern Art—or to
undermine traditional attempts at providing meaning—such as the ironic
silence of John Cage’s (1952) noteless orchestration 4'33” (for an overview of
other examples, see Barrett, 1962, pp. 42-68). Although these modern works
are often intelligible and enjoyable for those with somé background in the
history of their respective media, experimental research shows that people
who are not experienced viewers of art find them highly aversive (Cupchik &
Gebotys, 1988).

Although this distaste may stem in part from laypersons’ dismissal of the
works as snobbishly eccentric (Bourdieu, 1984), TMT suggests that such
artworks appear to defy art’s typical role of concretising the culture’s
systems of meaning (discussed above: see ‘“Terror Management and Positive
Responses to Art””), and thereby serve more as a threat to one’s modes of
death-denial than a support for them. This suggests that mortality salience
should evoke increased aversion to artworks that eschew or even undermine
clear meaning and order, especially among individuals who are predisposed
to derive meaning from highly structured knowledge of their environment.

Support for these hypotheses comes from experiments conducted by
Landau, Greenberg, Solomon, Pyszcznski, and Martens (2006). In one
experiment mortality salience (versus the salience of dental pain) led
individuals high in personal need for structure (Thompson, Naccarato,

L resented Wlt ' }
"personal need for structure showed no such effect; see Figure 3).
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i i iti for simple,

& Moskowitz, 2001)}—a dispositional prefe_rence ‘
Earl:é’iguous knowledge—to report less liking for a visually chagtw and
lmaerﬁcially meaningless painting by Jackson Pollack when_ the piece was
> h the unrevealing title of #12 (in contrast, individuals low 1n

Interestingly, however, the negative effect of mortz_a]ity salience _on. hlghé
ucture-seeking participants’ evaluations of the painting was 'elumnate
Stgen the painting was presented with its actual tltle——Guar_dzans of the
‘;ecret——which renders the painting interpretable by giving the vxefwer a c(ltci,jr
jdea of how to assign meaningful roles to t_he objects in the ram; 0
figures suddenly become “guardians”, and a distorted shape between them 1s

now the “secret” they are protecting). Furthermore, 1n this and other studies

~ reported by Landau et al. (2006), mortality salience did not lead high-

structure-seeking individuals to report heightened ave.rsion to moderg art1
with clear representational content (e.g., an egg) or a hlghly cohere:n(tj vtl;ua
structure (symmetric boxes). In other words, fiegth reminders causg1 ﬁ?se:
predisposed to seek structured knowledge to dislike renowned art w ;n ey
perceived it as devoid of meaning; but when they were able‘ to atta; ;omet
clear interpretation to a work by means of an .explanatory title, or if ¢ % ar
contained clear, meaningful structure, the paintings were not perceived as
thrg)drtlzn::réild interpret these findings as evidence that Fportal?ty sghenge
simply heightens people’s aversion to.novel_ or unfamlhar‘sumu.h. It is
important to note, however, that mortality salience does not simply increase

7
TD Mortality Salience
64 W Dental Pain I
5
4
3 .-
2 | .
Titled Untitled Titled Untitled
Low-PNS High-PNS

i iki 1 i i f mortality salience, personal
Figure 3. Liking for superficially meaningless art as a funcl_lon o ality S0
neged for structure (PNS), and title (Landau et al., 2006). Higher scores indicate greater liking.

Scale ranged from 1 to 9.
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U Mortality SalienceW
4.5~ ... | MFuture Uncertainty ||

Low-PNS High-PNS

Figure 4. Interest in culturally unconventi i
onal films as a function of mortality sal;
y salience 3
personlal need for strpcture (PNS) (Vess et al,, 2009). Higher scores indicate greater imerestr?d
exploring unconventional films. Scale ranged from | to 7. :

preferg:nce for structured knowledge; rather, it heightens people’s preferen
for stimuli that affirm their preferred source of meaning. This yields ;:e
Interesting hypothesis: among individuals who derive mear?ing from novelt;1
and openness to experience, mortality salience will increase interest in
exploring culturally unfamiliar artworks.

This hypothesis was recently tested by Vess, Routledge, Landau, and
Arndt (2009). Participants completed either the standard opén-ended ’items
about thei; death or, in the control condition, parallel items about uncertain
outcomes in the future. Afterwards participants reported their interest in
films .that examine culturally unconventional themes, such as the difficulties
of being a Chinese immigrant in American society. Results are presented in
F1»gure 4. Supporting hypotheses, low-structure:seeking individuals primed
Wlt.h mortality were more interested in seeing these films, but mortality
§a11encel did not influence h.igh—structure-seekjng individuals’ level of
interest. AThat is, after mortality salience, low-structure-seeking individuals
are not simply less inclined to seek structured knowledge; rather mortality
salience prompts them to actively pursue opportunities for explz)ration by
means of exposure to culturally unfamiliar artworks.

- @
'At ﬁrsF glance, the null effect at high levels of personal need for structure may seem to
contradict Landau et al.’s (2006) finding that high-structure-seeking individuals are averse to
non-.structurcd art. However, it is important to note that the artworks used in the Vess et al
studies were not devoid of apparent meaning; rather their meaning was comprehensible but.
culturally unconventional. In other words, the film attitude measure a ears to tu

explorative interest rather than aversion to meaningiessness. . e
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Taken together with Landau et al.’s (2006) findings, this work shows that
mortality salience does not simply increase a general preference for
conventional or easily comprehensible art. Rather, mortality salience
- motivates people to cling to their individualised sources of meaning for
protection against mortality concerns: for individuals high in personal need
~ for structure, representational and visually coherent art provides such
meaning; for individuals low in personal need for structure, novel and
unconventional art provides such meaning.

Disrupting the balance: Ambivalence over creative behaviour

Why do relatively few individuals pursue art as a career or even as a hobby?
Why are people reluctant to participate in something as innocent as an
informal talent show? Perhaps people are sensitive to their perceived lack of
artistic “‘talent”. However, TMT provides a more provocative existential
explanation of why people are often reluctant to engage in creative
behaviour.

This account builds on the writings of Otto Rank (1932/1998), who
proposed that the individual struggles throughout life to maintain a balance
between the motivation to avoid the anxiety of taking full responsibility for
one’s own existence and the alternate motivation to explore and realise one’s
unique potential. The person derives psychological security from the sense
of connection to a larger social structure that provides meaning and routes
to lasting value, but at the same time he or she desires to break away from
the crowd and assert his or her individuality. This perspective bears striking
similarity to Brewer’s (1991, 2007) more recent optimal distinctiveness
theory of group identification, which holds that individuals seek to identify
with small, distinctive groups in order to satisfy conflicting psychological
needs for inclusion and differentiation.

Rank went further, though, to posit that these conflicting needs both
stem from the desire to obtain symbolic immortality: The individual longs to
feel connected to a self-transcending, “immortal” collective, but also desires
to be immortalised for his or her own unique accomplishments. Rather than
focusing on this “‘dual-motive” account as it pertains to group identification,
Rank originally examined it from the opposite angle in the context of
creative behaviour, which he saw as a primary route to individuation and
movement away from the group. He argued that people can feel negative
emotions—in particular, guilt—over their own creative actions because, in
expressing their unique self, they alienate themselves from secure social
connections. In the terms of optimal distinctiveness theory, creative activity
satisfies the need for differentiation, resulting in activation of the opposing
need for inclusion, which Rank argued is experienced as a sense of guilt or
indebtedness to the collective. Put simply, creative behaviour threatens to
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‘s‘};iltftt. the_ b,iilam(:jet;oo far in the direction of “standing out” and away from
ingin”, an i i
buﬁergmortahty cotrllscglr::’atens to undermine an important resource used tq
Baseq on Rank’s theorising, Arndt, Greenberg, Solomon Pyszcznsis
anq Schimel '( 1999, Study 1) hypothesised that people who are, remindZIZjSkl’
.the1r mortality and who subsequently behave creatively will ex e'e 3
mcreas‘ed feelings of guilt. Participants were asked to write about eit}I: rlenge
mortghty or the experience of pain, and were then led to either :vr 'thelr
creative story about dreams or, in the non-creative control condition .
text f{om an article about dreams. Participants then completed Ku lé c’c)py
Jones’s (1992) State Guilt scale, indicating their agreement v%t; &
statements such as “I currently feel calm and worry-free” and “;& 2
moment, I don’t feel particularly guilty about anything I have dt thf
(rever§e-scored). Mortality salient participants who engaged in cr o)
behaviour 'reported higher Jevels of guilt than those in the other cond'(:jatwe
;l"uhise ﬁndl;lgs support Rank’s clajim that when security needs are acltilvc;:ns.
ch as w, rtality 1 i i i %
pueh ;ur n:ga trirxht/z.ihty Is salient—people can view their OwWn creative
In_ a folI_ow-up study (Study 3) Arndt et al. (1999) hypothesised th
creative action after mortality salience would motivate participants to fi A
with others3 presumably to restore their perceptions of social connectedn:ta 2
To. test this hypothesis they primed participants with ejther mortal'sts.
salience or paralysis and then had them engage in.a creative or non-creat'] .
ta;k. before administering a measure of social projection. In this measulrVe
originally de?veloped by Krueger and Clement (1994), participants ;
presented with 16 attitudinal and behavioural stateménts (e.g., “I I%llze
poetry”) and asked to indicate their personal endorsemen.t "of ea:;he'
afterwards t_he same statements are presented again and participants aé
asked to estimate the percentage of the population that agrees with ea rh
statement. Following past research (e.g., Krueger & Clement 1994), Ar (c:it
et al. calculafned social projection scores by correlating endo,rsemer’nts :nd
consensus estimates for each participant (i.e., higher scores indicate a higher
per.celved convergence between one’s own attitudes and those of otl%ers
which p'resumably reflects a greater striving for identification with others):
S_upportmg predictions, mortality salient participants who behaved crea-.
uvely 'showed higher social projection than participants in the other
scglriledmons, ts.ugfegting that being creative under conditions of mortality
nce motivated participa i i ’
e motivated fttitUdgs.nts to strengthen their perceptions of social
To sum up this section, multiple lines of experimental research show that
terror management motivation underljes negative responses to: members of
an outgroup possessing alternative artistic preferences; artworks that
adulterate the meaning of one’s cultural worldview; artwo>rks that convey
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no superficial meaning; and one’s own creative behaviour. This work
oints to a number of fruitful directions for future research. If a TMT

analysis helps us understand the psychological factors that contribute to

negative responses to art and creativity, then it can conversely point to
ways of promoting artistic engagement in everyday life. For example,
Landau et al. (2006, Study 4) found that the mortality salience-induced
aversion to superficially meaningless artworks among high-structure-
secking individuals was attenuated when participants were prompted to
connect the artwork with their personal experiences, suggesting that
encouraging people to find personal significance in unfamiliar art may
facilitate more open and accepting engagement with that art. Furthermore,
the dual-motive account inspired by Rank’s theorising suggests that
affirming security-providing resources may attenuate the negative re-
sponses to one’s own creative behaviour elicited by mortality salience. We

turn to this possibility next.

SHIFTING THE BALANCE: AFFIRMING SOCIAL
CONNECTEDNESS AND SELF-ESTEEM
FACILITATES CREATIVE SELF-EXPRESSION IN THE
FACE OF DEATH

In the previous section we introduced TMT’s dual-motive account of the
interplay between a motivation to maintain a sense of connectedness to
broader cultural structures and a self-expansive motivation to creatively
express one’s individuality. We examined one broad hypothesis derived
from this analysis: If social connections provide needed psychological
defence from the awareness of mortality, and if the perception that one
has acted creatively implies a shift towards individuation and a
separation from secure social connections, then creative behaviour
(though itself a potential route to symbolic immortality) can be
psychologically problematic when mortality is salient. Accordingly, Arndt
et al. (1999) found that the juxtaposition of mortality salience and
creative behaviour increased feelings of guilt and compensatory efforts to
assimilate with others.

Importantly, this analysis also implies that it should be possible to reduce
the negative consequences of creativity by shifting the balance in the
direction of assimilation needs. That is, when mortality is salient and a
strong sense of social connectedness is in place, the negative consequences of
creative behaviour should be minimised and even reversed. Arndt,
Routledge, Greenberg, and Sheldon (2005, Study 1) tested this hypothesis
by replicating the procedure of Arndt et al. (1999), first by asking
participants to write about death or pain, and then asking them to either
write a creative story or copy text. In addition, prior to these manipulations,
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the researchers gave half the participants false personality feedback

informing them that they tend to conform to other people (assimilation
whe.reas Fhey gave the other participants neutral feedback. Results a),
deplcted m.Figure 5. Replicating and extending the earlier study, mortaljie
salient participants who behaved creatively reported increased guilt, but th'y
eﬂ"ept was eliminated if participants had earlier received feedback ;ﬁirmj 1ys
their connection to other people. 5
In rela_ted research, Routledge, Arndt, Vess, and Sheldon (2008) applied
dual-motive account to examine the factors influencing actual creativita
They reasoned that not all creative acts are geared toward individuatin tg .
self from other people; sometimes they aim to contribute to the brogad ;
collective, such as when artists create monuments to commemorate shar;
cultural experiences (e.g., the Vietnam Veteran’s Memorial). Indeed, Rank
(1932/1998) observed that guilt over creative behaviour is a hist(;ricall
novel phenomenon associated with the growing conception (in the West a);
least) of art as a vehicle forindividual self-expression rather than a collect’iv
endeavour that enhances social connections. ¢
Rputledge et al. (2008) incorporated this observation into the dual-
motive perspective, hypothesising that mortality salience will impair
creativity on a task directed towards individual gain, but not when the
same task is directed towards community gain. To test this hypothesis the
r§searchers asked participants to complete two open-ended items about
e1ther_their own death or the experience of dental pain. Then, in an
ostensibly unrelated task, participants were asked to create a plan fo; a rock

OMortality Salience
W Dental Pain '

25+

204

154
Creative Noncreative Creative Noncreative
Conformity Neutral
Feedback Feedback

Figdure 5. Self-reported guill as a function of mortality salience, task (creative vs noncreative),
and feedback (conformity vs neutral) (Arndl et al., 2005). Higher scores indicate higher guilt.
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concert that would generate revenue for either themselves (individuation) or
i community charity (assimilation), and the researchers coded these
roposals for creativity. The results supported the hypothesis, suggesting
that individuals confronted with their mortality may feel free to express

' themselves creatively in contexts where such expression satisfies, rather than

gppOSES; assimilation needs.

Considerable research has demonstrated that creativity has positive
psychological outcomes, such as more open-minded and flexible engagement
with the social world (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 1987; McCrae, 1987). Drawing on
this work, Arndt et al. (2005, Study 2) reasoned that if satisfying
assimilation needs removes the negative consequences of creativity when
mortality is salient, then affirming people’s sense of social connectedness
might allow them to enjoy the psychological benefits of creative expression.
After completing open-ended items about either death or pain, participants
were asked (in an ostensibly unrelated task) to write about a goal that they
are currently engaged in either because they personally value it (individua-
tion) or because other people value it (assimilation). All participants then
wrote a creative story, and afterwards completed measures of affective and
cognitive aspects of positive psychological engagement, including positive
mood (Watson & Clark, 1992), vitality (Ryan & Frederick, 1997), and
creative problem solving (Marsh & O'Neill, 1984). As hypothesised,
participants who were reminded of their mortality and then led to focus
on assimilation goals showed higher psychological engagement after creative
expression, whereas mortality salient participants led to focus on
individuating goals did not.

Of course, people facing opportunities for creative self-expression risk
not only separating themselves from secure social connections, but also
failing miserably and suffering a blow to their positive self-image.
According to TMT, this risk of failure is threatening because positive
self-views provide psychological protection against mortality concerns.
Based on this analysis, Landau and Greenberg (2006) reasoned that low
self-esteem individuals, who generally lack positive self-views that can be
recruited to cope with the threatening implications of failure (Steele,
Spencer, & Lynch, 1993), will respond to mortality salience by protecting
their self-esteem and avoiding risky opportunities for creative expression
that might expose their personal shortcomings. In contrast, high self-
esteern individuals, who generally have a larger store of positive self-views
to fall back on in the event of failure, may take a chance at creative
expressions despite the risk of failure.

To test these hypotheses, Landau and Greenberg (2006, Study 3)
measured self-esteem and subsequently had participants think about either
mortality or unpredictable bouts of intense physical pain, which simulta-
neously makes high aversiveness and high uncertainty (two characteristics of
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mortality) salient. Participants were then asked to take part in a creatjyjts
task that entailed colouring in a piece of paper divided into spaces ?tw-it‘:‘
some of the spaces were numbers prescribing how the space waé tHSId
coloured (similar to children’s “paint by numbers” exercises); other Sp;);;es'-

called “open spaces”, contained no numbers and were described g
S

Results are depicted in Figure 7. As predicted, low self-esteem participants

Figure 6. Creativi Y t h var T rcative se f-CXpleSSIOU
€ €S ying degl ees of opportunity fo
( vit; St VCISIO) ns wit a f pport Y for ¢ tive sel

)

provnd}ng participants with the opportunity to demonstrate their creatj

potential. Critically, different task versions contained varying numbeamei'
open spaces (see Figure 6 for an example), and participants were ask;(sj 8
select the version that they wanted to complete and receive feedback 0:3.
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~ Figure 7. Willingness to take creative risks as a function of mortality salience and self-esteem
(SE) (Landau & Greenberg, 2006). Higher scores indicate greater willingess to take creative
~ risks. Scale ranged from 1 to 6.

who thought about death (versus uncertain pain) became more risk-averse,
opting to complete a relatively prescribed version of the task that offered
Jittle opportunity to show off their creativity or lack thereof. High self-
esteem participants, however, showed the opposite tendency, responding to
mortality salience by opting for riskier opportunities to show off their
creativity.

The research reviewed in this section supports TMT’s dual-motive
account of creative behaviour derived from Rank’s theorising. In order to
buffer death-related anxiety, people balance their motivation to *“fit in” with
others with their motivation to ‘‘stand out” by means of creative self-
expression. When the salience of mortality heightens the need for existential
security, creative self-expression can lead to negative psychological
consequences (e.g., guilt) when it threatens to separate the individual from
security-providing social connections, and people become less creative if
creative engagement is geared towards individual benefit. However, when
mortality is salient and a strong sense of social connectedness is in place, or
when creative engagement is framed in a way that enhances perceived social
connectedness, creativity is not avoided; rather, people express themselves
creatively and derive psychological benefits from doing so. Creative
expression also threatens to undermine one’s terror-assuaging self-esteem
because the risk of failure is often high. Accordingly, people who are
vulnerable to self-esteem threats respond to mortality salience by protecting
their egos and limiting their creative aspirations, whereas those with a strong
sense of self-worth opt ambitiously to pursue creative ventures despite the
risk of failure.
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IS DEATH THE WORM AT THE CORE? CO
¢ MPARIN
TMT WITH UNCERTAINTY MANAGEMENT ANDG
MEANING MAINTENANCE ACCOUNTS

So far we. have argued that artistic activity functions to assuage the ¢
psychological threat of mortality by concretising and bolstering faith ins
cultura].worldwew and its routes to death-transcendence. In recent ol
alternative accounts of the motivations underlying wor]dv:lew defenc );fars
emerged. According to uncertainty management theory (McGregor Ze 8
1I\~I/Iolmes, & Spencer, 2001; van den Bos, 2009; van den Bos, Po’ors\ﬁliz’
feeTlS, Mleema, & van den' Ham, 2005),' (.:ultural worldviews managé
ings o personal uncertainty by providing a definite and reliab
conception of the world and oneself (see also Hogg, 2007). Heine, P . ]'1-e
and V.ohs’s (2906) meaning maintenance model posits that ,curl(t)u i
wor}dw.e\l;vs provide mental representations of expected relations that o
the individual’s underlying need for meaningful conceptions of realit 'Sewe
Wg are unaware of any formal attempts to apply these perspecti)\l/‘es t
explain artistic activity, with the exception of a single meaning mainte y
mo@gl study conducted by Proulx and Heine (2009) which showednatr}f‘3
mdwxc}ua_ls engage in more meaning-affirming behaviour (pattern seckin fu
an artificial grammar task) after exposure to an absurd work of art (a shg ;-
story by Ka&a). However, proponents of uncertainty management the e:
and the meaning maintenance model have criticised TMT research on (t)}r1y
grqunds that mortality salience effects, such as those reviewed in the cur ¥
arthle,. are not .speciﬁc to thinking about death per se, and are the resulrtentt"
defen51ve reactions to thinking about any uncertain or meaningless eveot
This alternative possibility has been addressed elsewhere (e.g Greenbef1 :
et al., 2008; Landgu, Greenberg, & Kosloff, 2010; Pyszczynsi(i.’et al 200r6g
bqt warrants consideration here as well. We posit that: (1) the ex eri;ne t )I
evidence favo_ur§ a terror management explanation of mortalig/ salien ;
effects on artistic activity over explanations of those effects as stemml']ce
from concerns with either uncertainty or meaninglessness; (2) TMT ca hn;g
account. for a wide range of art-related phenomena not exialicable in tefmse F;
uncertainty management or meaning maintenance; and (3) there are broad(e)
conceptual concerns about whether uncertainty management theory or th;

meaning maintenance model can provi
: ide an adequate ac ’
psychological function. i counts of arts

Uncertainty management theory

tS}?me studies testing hypotheses derived from uncertainty management
meotryr show that arousing uncertainty can produce effects parallel to
ortality salience. For example, McGregor et al. (2001) demonstrated that
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pondering a difficult personal choice dilemma increases conviction ou

unrelated social issues and adherence to communal values. Similarly, van
den Bos and Miedema (2000) found that responding to open-ended items
about personal uncertainty (similar to those used in TMT studies to
explicitly prime death) increased defence of justice norms as much as a
manipulation of mortality salience did. From the perspective of uncertainty
management theory, thoughts of death produce defensive reactions not
because there is something uniquely disturbing about the prospect of non-
existence, but rather because death is one of many outcomes that arouse
uncertainty.

Contrary to this alternative explanation, many of the studies reviewed in
this article directly compared mortality salience with the salience of various
personal uncertainties and found different effects. Landau et al. (2006)
found that mortality salience decreased attraction to superficially mean-
ingless modern art, whereas priming participants with the uncertain
prospects of an upcoming exam (Study 1) and social exclusion (Study 4)
did not. Landau (2010) compared mortality salience specifically with van
den Bos and Miedema’s (2000) personal uncertainty induction and found
that mortality salience, relative to uncertainty salience, increased attraction
to paintings depicting culturally iconic individuals. Vess et al. (2009) found
that low-structure-seeking individuals were more interested in exploring
artistic portrayals of novel cultural information after responding to a survey
about their death (e.g., “Do you worry about dying?”) but not after
responding to a parallel survey about their fears of future uncertainty (e.g.,
«] am really scared about what might happen in the future™). Landau and
Greenberg (2006) found that mortality salience influenced creative
behaviour more than an induction of unpredictable bouts of intense
physical pain did, which simultaneously makes high aversiveness and high
uncertainty salient. These findings converge with well over 30 studies
showing that contemplating uncertain outcomes (e.g., paralysis, worries
about life after college, giving a speech in public) does not produce the same
defensive responses elicited by mortality salience inductions (€-g-, Friedman
& Arndt, 2005; Gailliot, Schmeichel, & Baumeister, 2006; Landau,
Greenberg, & Sullivan, 2008; Martens, Greenberg, Schimel, & Landau,
2004; Routledge, Arndt, & Goldenberg, 2004). If death were just one of
many uncertainties, why are mortality salience effects so often different than
the effects of salience of these uncertainties?

Also, in many of the findings reviewed in this article mortality salience
elicits theoretically specified terror management defences that do not seem
to bolster general epistemic certainty. For example, Goldenberg, Pyszcznski,
Johnson, Greenberg, and Solomon (1999) found that mortality salience
increased the appeal of tragic over non-tragic art, which allows vicarious
confrontation of death but does not seem to provide certainty per se.
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Landau_ and Qreenberg (2006) found that mortality salience, relatjy
uncertainty sal?ence, increased high-self-estecm participants’ p;efere i
riskier, uncertain opportunities to creatively express themselves. This Ece f >
converges with many studies showing that mortality salience leéids eon;jlng
self-enhance even when doing so entails high levels of uncertaiit -
example, mortality salience increases risky driving behaviour amon &
who_base thei-r self-esteem partly on this dimension (Taubman BE thos.e
Florlan: & Mikulincer, 1999). Such findings seem beyond the sc e
uncertainty management theory. e
An uncert.ain.ty perspective seems most relevant to Landau etal’s (20
finding that individual differences in personal need for structure rﬂod e
the effect of mortality salience on disliking for modern art Accord'erated
Landag et ;1. (2006), high-structure-seeking participants.res ondnzig B
?no.rt.ahty salience by derogating visually chaotic artworks beclz)iu‘ eh .
mdm.duals invest in structured knowledge as a source of deathjjeerfr'ese
;geamng. However_, it l:S pp_ssib]e that mortality salience simply incr‘e;}iégg
k;goh\;]sligucture—geil;mgfxnd1v1dua]s‘ dispositional preference for structured
e, an erefore i i i
Knowlec fterpretatjon, Increased their aversion to artworks that defy
Evidence favouring the TMT interpretation is provided by Vess et a]
(2009), who showed that after mortality salience, individuals low jn er. ai
need for structure are not simply less inclined to seek structured kngwlszna'
rgther, they defensively pursue opportunities for exploration and r?osei
discovery, such as by exposing themselves to culturally unfamiliar artwo ke
and 'they .respond to the juxtaposition of mortality salience and novrlts’
seeking wnth increased perceptions of meaning in life. These results su Y
that mortality salience does not simply increase a general preferencgg;:st
structured knowledge; rather, it increases affirmation of individuah’s:a)dr
sources of terror-assuaging meaning: for high-structure-seeking individual
familiar knowledge and well-structured art provide such meaning: for | 1
structur(?-seeking people, the novel and unfamiliar provide suchg’mean'(;W_
Uncertainty management theory would have difficulty providing1 ga{

parsimonious explanatio i i
e monic p 10on of these findings, although they are consistent

Meaning maintenance model

In a set of §tudies testing hypotheses derived from the meaning maintenance
;nodel, Heine, Ma,cKe_Iy, Proulx, and Charles (2005) showed that false
eedb.ack that one’s life lacks meaning leads to harsher Jjudgements of
prostitutes, greater nationalistic bias, and greater desire for high status
prqducts, al.l of which have been shown to also be affected by Tnortalit
salience. Heine et al. (2006) used these findings to argue that people do 110}12
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construct meaning systems mainly to assuage their fear of death, as TMT
claims; rather, reminders of death are one of many threats to the belief that
life has meaning, and thus instigate compensatory efforts to restore
meaning.

Studies in favour of TMT show different effects of mortality salience and
meaninglessness salience on attitudes towards meaning-bolstering art.
Greenberg et al. (2009) found that mortality salience, relative to an
induction that focused participants directly on the thought that their life
lacks meaning, increased preference for art made by a cultural celebrity, but
not by an unknown professional artist. This study converges with other
studies showing that meaninglessness salience treatments do not reproduce
mortality salience effects (e.g., Baldwin & Wesley, 1996). Similarly, other
control conditions that might imply meaninglessness, such as thoughts of
paralysis and social exclusion, have failed to reproduce mortality salience
effects in studies reported in this article (e.g., Routledge et al., 2008) and
elsewhere (Greenberg et al., 2008; Pyszczynski et al., 2006).

Broader concerns about whether uncertainty management
theory and the meaning maintenance model can explain artistic
activity

Converging insights from aesthetic philosophy and art history cast further
doubt on the notion that people create and consume art primarily as a
means of minimising uncertainty or seeking episteruic meaning (i.e.,
expected relations). To be sure, some kinds of art might be enjoyed on the
basis of a psychological desire to momentarily arouse uncertainty or
encounter unexpected relationships, only to experience relief and satisfac-
tion when certainty and clear meaning are restored (e.g., the detective story;
Loewenstein, 1994). Most contemporary aesthetic theorists agree, however,
that art is not typically an effective means of conveying practically useful
information or representing the world in a veridical manner (Cahn &
Meskin, 2009, offer a useful compendium of such views). For some theorists
(e.g., Bell, 1914; Schopenhauer, 1883/2009) art affords imaginative detours
away from the certainty and expected relationships provided by one’s
familiar consciousness of self and time (a point we return to in the final
section). Others, such as Cassirer (1944), Goodman (1976), and Langer
(1979), argue that artistic symbols are deliberately equivocal in a way that
sharply distinguishes them from symbolic forms that have more conven-
tional, unambiguous reference, such as discursive language and mathe-
matics. Summarising these views, Gardner (1982, p. 60) notes:

Rather than having a simple unambiguous meaning which is readily accessible and
which lends itself to paraphrase or translation, [the artistic symbol] carries a
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penumbra of overlapping and difficult-to-separate meanings. each of which
contributes to the work’s effects.

Indeed, art history reveals a pervasive preference across diverge
cultures for artworks that infuse elements of everyday life with elabora[e,
even arcane meanings (Gombrich, 1961). In the West, for example, the

short-lived trend (roughly between 1500 and 1850) to achieve greates -

depicted realism ended with the advent of Impressionism, and the
subsequent Post-impressionist, Symbolist, Surrealist, Cubist, and Expres-
sionist periods shunned surface verisimilitude in favour of creating novel
perceptions of the world (Edman, 1939). And presumably this is why
audiences value these works. Empirical evidence shows that, at least in
the modern era, those people who most routinely derive satisfaction from
viewing art prefer art to be complex, resistant to easy comprehension,
and challenging of existing beliefs (Freedman, 1988; Winston & Cupchik,
1992).

Uncertainty management theory and the meaning maintenance model
cannot explain why people would value art given that it typically distorts
empirical reality in such a way as to express unusual, incongruous, or
recondite meanings. A TMT account, in contrast, builds on the converging
views of classic and contemporary theorists (e.g., Donald, 1991; Langer,
1979; Nietzsche, 1872/1967) who argue that it is precisely the multilayered
and nuanced character of artistic symbols that allows them to express the
mysterious and unintelligible, excite awe and terror, and portray super-

natural dimensions of reality that oppose empirical reality. Gombrich (1965,
p. 48) sums up these views:

Art has increasingly shied away from the consonant and satisfying to exploit the
challenge of the enigmatic, the contradictory and unresolved for its own
psychological ends. What it thus loses in clarity it hopes to gain in richness, in

that plenitude of meaning that embodies all the ambiguitics and ambivalences that
orchestrate our experience.,

Why would anyone like symbols that embody the irrational, that fuse
contradictions and merge multiple layers of meaning? From a TMT
perspective these characteristics of artistic symbols enable people to
construct conceptions of reality that hold out some hope of death-
transcendence; as Nietzsche (1967; Section 822) put it: “We have art so
that we will not perish from the truth.” Art allows us to apprehend the
world in novel and fantastic ways; and while this means that art often defies
normal expectations and arouses uncertainty, the temporary escape from
reality it provides can relieve us from the burden of defences shored up to
cope with a harsh reality in which physical limitations and ultimate death
apply. If we can imagine alternate universes in which the standard laws of
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hysics and biology are suspended, we should be able to momentarily relax
Y

i igid defences we use to cope with the reality of death. This suggests a

;h:t:ble hypothesis: engaging artistic conceptions of alternate realities
e

d experiences;although potentially uncertainty arousing—will actually
) i i bate it.

i ther than exacerba
:ove existential defensiveness, rat .
rell’T‘his hypothesis was supported in research by Co.he_n and colleagues (11;

s), who showed that contemplating artistic depictions of supernaturta
p;fsno,mena attenuated worldview defence normally obsgrved in response1 .to

srtality salience. Whereas American parti_cipants pr1med'w1th mor‘t1§t1 y
?\115 an aversive control induction) showed 1ncrease§daﬁecc}non forW mi }; jsrh

i i ici d by (then) President George V.

Sically defensive policies supported | den . 1
lStwlithing Landau et al., 2004), this effect was eliminated if, following
Erri)prtality salience, participants vividly imagined thernselvest.a.s a gezﬁz

i 1 Japanese print. However, participants %

ing through the sky m a rint. F '
i::iysua%ﬁscd the rising of the sun through similar 1magery—fwhlch,. accgrdtrf
t(; Hume (1748/2000), is the one worldly event we feel most certain ?1 c;lu
did not show reduced defensiveness after mortality salience. Thes«itj ;15 12551

i i isti trayals of alternate reall

est that engaging with artistic por 4
Zl;sgt%age mortality concerns and attenuate defensiveness. Furthermgre, t;l:ry
suggest that art that provides certainty by afﬁm_mg our stan(dar‘ u1:1t -
standing of everyday causality (such as art depicting the s;mrlse) 1strS\othat

1 i 1 _ This evidence strongly sugges
effective at reducing defensiveness _ : 4
people sometimes look to art for more than simple afﬁrmatxonf gf ttllzeg
ordinary understanding of reality, especially when the prospect of dea
salient.

Table | presents a comparative summary of those aspects of art t{mt cax;
and cannot be explained by cach of these three threat-based perspectlvde_st,. arl
well as references to relevant empirical studl?s from t}}e 'TMT tre}[ It;l(;n
reviewed in the present paper. If our foregoing analysx; is correct, )
functional accounts of art derived from either un_certamty .mana;gen:er‘l
theory or the meaning maintenance model would fail tg eprlaltxkl1 at e:gg ::i

isti 1vi hich TMT provides both a
aspects of artistic activity for w : .
exglanation and supporting data: (1) the presendce) o(f2 )c;rlzalcrclmlslindlgg;eli;
i th and tragedy);
themes and genres in art (such as dea . e
social importance of art, evidenced by the substanngl human _anq financia
resources expended on it, as well as its role in establishing gx}')out{)1
distinctiveness; (3) individual differences in the aesthet.1c p.references Qf 0' '
consumers and artists; (4) the experiences and modtx\/.adnorllsdci)fgf izzsctess, ?n
- . (5) individual diie
opposed to only those of art-consumers, ( : : S
cfeitivity; and (6) the presence of art that, by conveying alternative realities,
otentially arouses uncertainty. ' ]
1 A ﬁnalyconcern with any account of art base_:d on uncertainty mgnag(ie
ment theory or the meaning maintenance model is that these perspectives do
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TABLE 1
Functional accounts of art

Terror management
theory

Unceriainty

Certain universal themes
in the content of art
(e.g., death, tragedy)

Factors that influcnce the
genesis and reception of
particular artworks at
particular times in
history

Art’s elevated social
importance (resource
investment; source of
intergroup conflict)

The artistic experiences
and motivations of
audiences

Individual differences in
art preferences

The artistic experiences
and motivations of
artists

Individual differences in
creativity

Widespread presence of
art that reinforces social
norms and conventional
meaning sources

Widespread presence of
art that conveys
alternative realities

The role of existential
concerns in artistic
creation and response

The immersive
engagement with art

Yes
Goldenberg et al., 1999

Yes

Harmon-Jones et al.,
1996

Greenberg et al., 2009

Yes Yes Yes
Goldenberg ct al., 1999

Yes

Vess ct al., 2009
Yes

Arndt et al., 2005

Yes
Landau & Greenberg,
2006

Yes Yes Yes
Landau, 2010

Yes
Cohen et al., 2010

Yes Yes Yes
TMT provides theoretical

account, but no direct
empirical evidence

o ——
Meaning

management theory maintenance MOdei-
Greenberg et al., 2008 Van den Bos, 2009  Heine et al., 2004

Functional accounts of art based on TMT, uncertainty management theory, and the meaning
maintenance model (with representative references) and their ability to explain key aspects of

artistic activity.

not explain what makes uncertainty and meaninglessness so psychologically

problematic. TMT posits that death is a uniquely potent psychological
problem because as humans we have a number of biological and

TERROR MANAGEMENT AND PSYCHOLOGY OF ART 145

ﬁsVChOlOgica] systems, .both species-general and spe.cies}-lspeci]ﬁc,i ;:jittairlz
Jesigned to keep us alive, yet we know that death is the only

future event, and it threatens to thwart all our de51_res,_ whether for pleasure,
control, belonging, or growth. People sustain security in the face .of death by
sovesting 0 a meaning-laden, ordered, and benign view of reality, and the
E e that they are valued and therefore protected, and worthy of
zzl:uinuance in some form beyond death. Yiewing uncertainty or mealn-
ihglessness as the ultimate threat would require a theory that explains ﬁly
certainty and meaning are so fundamentally important, mdependeql of their
jole in quelling concerns about death, that they would motivate the
enormous time, energy, and resources that people in a}l known cultgres have
invested in artistic activity. Indeed, insofar as all e}nlmals are motivated to
‘maintain mental representations of expectec} relations th_at can be used to
effectively navigate their environment, neither ugcertamty .management
theory nor the meaning maintenance model provides a basis for undgr—
standing why humans create and respond to art whereas cats and canaries
do not. '
To sum up this section, uncertainty management theory an.d the meaning
maintenance model posit that people cling to cultural worldvu?ws to defend
against the threats of uncertainty and meanm_glessness, respect%vely, and not
the threat of mortality, as TMT posits. While t'hese perspectives have not
previously been applied to explain art, they raise the p0551b111'ty that the
mortality salience effects reviewed in support of our TM"I_‘ analysis of artl are
not due specifically to the threat of mortality, and are 1Anstead generalised
reactions to thinking about any uncertain - or meamngles§ event. We
reviewed research and theory that cast serjous doubt on t_hls alterngtlve
possibility. Studies show that mortality salience has theOI{Cthﬁl]y §pec1ﬁed
effects on artistic creation and response, whereas inductions de31gn§d to
arouse uncertainty and meaninglessness do not. Also, many of the fev1ewcd
findings show that mortality salience influences artlqu creation and
response in ways that are consistent with hypotheses depved from TMT,
but are not explicable from the perspectives of uncertainty man.agement
theory or the meaning maintenance model. Finally,. we pointed to
conceptual concerns with any attempt to apply ungertamty mapa.gemegt
theory or the meaning maintenance model to explain artistic activity writ
large, noting that they cannot account for why people commor}ly create and
value art that distorts their familiar understanding of reallty,‘ and why
uncertainty and meaninglessness are so psychologically threatening. Below
we elaborate on some further psychological functions served by art that
have yet to be rigorously investigated; while these functions are perfect_ly
consistent with a TMT account of artistic activity, they could not. be easily
explained by uncertainty management theory or the meaning maintenance

model.
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CONCLUSION

We fly to beauty as an asylum from the terrors of finite nature.
Emerson (1838/2003, p. 46)

Based on terror management theory and research, we posit that creating
and responding to art functions to bolster cultural meaning and persona]
significance in the service of buffering existential terror. We reviewed
multiple independent lines of research examining the unique effect of death-
related ideation on attitudinal and behavioural responses to artworks and
creative behaviour. We are not claiming that terror management motivation
is the exclusive psychological force behind creating and responding to the
arts in all their diverse manifestations from prehistory to the present day;
rather, we are claiming that the TMT-based view of art that we are
proposing, and the supporting empirical work we report, adds an important
and heretofore neglected dimension to the discourse on the motivational
underpinnings of artistic activity.

Furthermore, this research highlights art’s far-reaching significance in
various social psychological phenomena, including attitudinal and beha-
vioural engagement with objects symbolising culturally valued meaning;
intergroup attitudes; the reactions of minority group members to the
appropriation and translation of aspects of their culture by a majority group;
attitudes towards culturally iconic figures; willingness to explore culturally
unconventional information; and the emotional consequences of deviating
from social norms. Thus, in addition to providing evidence of the role of
terror management motivation in artistic activities, these findings vividly
illustrate that art is not, as commonly assumed, a rarefied activity reserved
for the culturally elite; rather, it is intricately interwoven into diverse
dimensions of people’s everyday social lives. Of course, more research is
needed to fully understand the motivational underpinnings of artistic activity
and art’s sociocultural significance. Throughout this review we have pointed
to fruitful directions for future research. We noted, for example, that
empirical research should be conducted to determine whether the individual’s
urge to create is driven by a motivation for symbolic immortality.

Future research should also address an additional means by which art
may keep mortality concerns at bay. It is possible that aesthetic
engagement—both creation and response—can focus individuals’ attention
in a way that transforms their normal awareness of time and self, which
ultimately enables them to obscure the ever-present realisation that they are
mortal creatures. Schopenhauer (1883/2009) noted that in a state of
immersive aesthetic engagement, “We do not let abstract thought, the
concepts of reason, take possession of our consciousness, but ... devote the
whole power of our mind to perception, sink ourselves completely
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therein ... We lose ourselves entirely in this object” (p. 195). $chopen-
hauer’s description accords with Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) description of

] “fow” as a full engagement of one’s concentration on an intrinsically

rewarding activity, a loss of objective self.-awarene.ss, a.nd a focgs of
ttention on the present moment. Indeed, Cs_1kszentm1haly1 and Robinson
(1990) have argued that creating and rgspondmg toartisa power.ful means
of achieving flow. This raises the questions: Why do people seek immersive
aesthetic engagement? What are the psychologlgal benefits of being “lifted
above the stream of life* by artistic activity (Bell, 1914, p. 266)_?
Csikszentmihalyi and Robinson (1990) argue that such engagement 1s
autotelic—having its end in itself. TMT offers a comp_lementar)_' explanat1op
according to which immersive aesthetic engagement is beneficial because it
provides temporary relief from the awareness of the self‘s'mortal fatg.

According to Becker and TMT, humans have a unique capacity to
symbolically represent the distant past and future, and thls‘makes it possible
for individuals to be aware of the inevitability of death in the fullness of
time. Immersive aesthetic engagement focuses attention on the tempo.rgl
present, and may thus allow the individual to avoid the awareness (expllc}t
or implicit) of his or her imminent death. One way in w_hlch aes.thetllc
engagement facilitates this reprieve from the mortal 1mp11cat1on§ of, time is
by adjusting the individual’s normal understanding of time’s ﬁux.
Philosopher Grudin (1982) observes that, in the two hours of phy;lgal time
it takes an individual to watch a film, he or she can vicariously participate in
an expanse of time spanning centuries; conversely, other artvyorksl (e.g.,
Joyce's Finnegan’s Wake, 1939) may take a great deal of physu.:al time to
consume, yet they richly detail the intricacies of only a relatively short
moment of “narrative” time. .

In addition to transforming our normal conceptions of time, aesthetic
engagement relaxes our common state of heightened §elf—awareness
(Benson, 2001). Becker (1971) and TMT posit that the umgue?l){ human
capacity to be self-aware is largely what makes it possible flo.r individuals to
recognise the inevitability of their own death. Indirect empirical support for
this claim is provided by evidence that mortality salience leads to gre_ater
aversion to self-focused attention induced by the presence of a mirror
(Arndt, Greenberg, Pyszcznski, & Solomon, 1998). This may be a further
reason why, from a terror management perspective, we are motivated to
participate in immersive aesthetic engagement, which entails a transfer_ of
conscious focus from the self to the immediate possibilities of the art object
or the creative experience. _

A final possibility worth noting is that immersive aesthetl_c engagements
may have the capacity not only to minimise threatening morta1.1ty—
related ideation, but to furthermore promote psychological well-being.
Fredrickson’s (2001) broaden-and-build theory of emotions suggests that
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mnqnonaHy positive experiences can allow the person to explore
environment and the self in new ways, resulting in the generation of .
psychological resources that improve the individual’s power to adapt ¢ i
challenges. Perhaps temporarily relieving the self of mortality conO o
allows for responses to and creation of art in ways that expand oerxz-s
understanding of the world. .
‘ This possibility, which calls out for additional empirical attention ;
nicely expressed in novelist Herman Hesse’s (1974) description of the in) ;
resources _he acquired through immersion in an alternate reality created rtl)ner
fellow artist. Hesse writes of leaving his solitary home to go into the cit “
hear an organ concert. Prior to the performance he is beset by existzn?d
doub’ts and anxieties (“How miserable, how paltry, how bad are the lives '
lea(j! ’),: but when Bach’s fugue begins, Hesse undergoes a profouWe
subjectlve‘transformation during which he feels transported to anothnd
perfect universe. When he leaves the concert to return to his solitary h i
he is renewed with a sense of existential freedom: “Now Iam glad toyi Orll'l;)
a trial once more and be its plaything.” o
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