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SUMMARY

Construct validity is the hallmark of Templer's Death Anxiety Scale (1970),
TDAS generated a healthy stream of research of paramount importance in the US
and all over the world. This paper contends that scores on the TDAS provide
valuable scientific knowledge on group norms. To expand the concept of death
anxiety it is necessary to supplement empir cal with qualitative research. Persons
with the same scores may show qualitatively different fears of death, and vice
versa. Total reliance on empirical scales may not disclose the depth of bipolar

meaning in a “life~-death anxiety™.

TDAS s a mixture of fears, phobias and obsessions with thoughts of illness.
cancer, heart disease, and wars. A bipolar "life-death anxiety” continuwm requires a
phenomenology to reach beyond the 15 items to the process of “experiencing”
itself. TDAS addresses “thoughts” about death of others even though its items are
cast in the first person singutar, This provides group norms of a "cognitive-
affective” construct, with limited generality cross-culturally. Means do not disclose
fully meaningful comparisons between persons or cultures. Death Anxiety as an :
existential anticipatory mode of ‘“being-in-the-world” is embedded in a
personal/genetic/cultural matrix that may vary individually and culturally.

HISTORICAL CONTEXT FOR TDAS

Empirical data about the "death” of others lack ontology to generate "meaning”
to life and death. This ontology can be discloszd by a rigorous historical analysis of
the context underlying research on death anxiety. This paper is a call to supplement
the quantitative method of TDAS with a qualitative phenomenology such as that of
Kelly's (1955), or adaptations thereof using personal accounts of veterans involved
in actual or threatened death. Undersianding the “lived world” comes via empirical
knowledge together with methods of descrip:ive phenomenology. The first step in
reviewing research on “death anxiety” is to situate it within its historical and social
context in the early sixties in the United States. TDAS was designed durir_gdhe
cold war between the US and the Soviet Union. Kelly's two volumes (1955)
attempted a road map for an “objectivist-subjectivist approach” to humanize

Skinnerian empiricism. Kelly's bipolar corollary of "death-self” is a good example
of a comprehensive human account of facing death. There were two major
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sociological theories about the meaning of "death” in the sixties. One was “the gift
of life exchange” model advocated by Parsons & Lidz (1967), and the other is the

“denial of death” by Becker (1973). There was an awareness of a cold war with
threats to life on college campuses across the United States.

Parsons & Lidz (1967), and Becker (1973} provide a comprehensive bipolar
view of : Life-Death Anxiety. TDAS seems to be a unipolar measure of "personal

death anxiety” in a linear pragmatic fashicn. It generates group norms for cross-

cultural comparisons. Shackelford (2992-2003) assessed the relation between
TDAS and Kelly's Threat Index {T1) and found a low correlation of .23. Krieger et
al. (1974) suggested that this low correlation stems from two different constructs

with TDAS measuring “affective arousal and anxiety about death,” and TI
measuring “a person's understanding of death in relation to self”. Rigdon etal
(1974} maintains, "the TI may be viewed asa measure of more stable cognitive
orientation regarding death than is TDAS.” (p 255)

When Templer constructed TDAS there were good reasons for developing a
untipolar scale. One of the |5 items of TDAS reads: T shudder when [ hear people

talking about a World War 111, may have reflected the fear of communism.
Tempter (1976) maintains that his approach is atheoretical, but he recognizes a
twofactor theory of anxiety. Kenniston (1960} wrote about the uncommitted
student rebellion against a technological suciety. Alienation and disenchantment
with the world dominated the thinking of behavioral scientists in the sixties. The
Vietham War may have augmented fear of death among college students who

wanted to avoid the draft. The theme of "Better red than dead” lead by Bertrand
Russell and Jean Paul Sartre was a popular outcry among US college students.
Sartre turned down the Nobel Prize in order to protest the western arsenal of
nuctear weapons of mass destruction. Agamst this backdrop of alienation TDAS
(1970) pioneered with an empirical scientific instrument to measure the fear of
death. Psychometric validity and scientific rigor paved the way for a better
understanding of death.

Templer (2004) identified the findings of his research on death anxiety
as follows:

I. Highly religious persons tend to have lower scores than persons who are less
religious. Strength of belief seems to be more important than religious
practice.
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There is TDAS resemblance of family members. The pattern of correlations
suggests that level of death anxiety is derermined in part by family influences.

L

Higher TDAS scores are associated with scores in the more pathological
direction on scales of personality, adjustment, and psychopathology:.

4. Lower scores on the TIDAS are associated with scores in the direction of
better adjustment on existential variables.

5. There is essentially no relationship between TDAS score and age from the
teens through the middle age. There is a tendency for elderly persons to have
lower scores.

6. Females tend to have higher TDAS scores than males.

Most factor analyses have yielded from 4 to 5 factors.

”

TDAS studies in different parts of the world have vielded rather similar
findings with respect to gender, age. personality correlates, religion, factor
structure, and family resemblance.

9. Most published studies that have attemipted to reduce TDAS scores through
behavioral and didactic means have not been successful. 1t should be borne in
mind, however, that these studies have used group administration and low
subjects not selected on the basis of high death anxiety.

“Within such a historical context these conclusions provide a step toward an
even wider perspective of death anxiety, which combines scales and factors with
core personal constructs and biography.

CROSS CULTURAL COMPARISONS IN DEATH ANXIETY

TDAS was translated and adapted to over 26 languages with results, similar in
some ways and different in. others to those found in the United States. Yet the full
impact of these similarities and differences s not articulated, What does it mean to

conclude “lower scores on TDAS are associated with scores in the more

pathological direction’? Does it mean that Death anxiety-is, associated only with
pathology? Is this consistent with ail or some religious beliefs? Is a uni-
dimensional way of explaining outcome necessary or sufficient? There is no way of
identifying the global construct of "death anxiety” without raising the question
about what life means to every respondent. Current research assumes equivalence
between the pragmatic meaning of death and the personal ontological meaning. I
responding to an item about "my” deatl ! am giving an opinion based on

observation of the death of others as well as a belief system about the meaning of
death. It is an attempt to equate meaning of the finality of death with one's fears
about personal death,
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As Gelven (1970) states: (1)'Being” cannot be analyzed as an entity, and hence
any : analysis that makes use of categories -by which we describe entities- is in
principle inadequate; (Z) it is meaningful none the less to inquire about the
meaning of Being, since there is another type of inquiry - the ontological.” (p.24)
Gelven (1970) presents a primer to a reading of Heidegger who wrote a systematic

western account for the meaning of "Death anxiety”.

Thanks to TDAS we know more about fears of death” now than we did in the
sixties about the demographic, situational, and personality correlates of death
anxiety. We are now aware of the role of religious beliefs, family, sex and age
differences on TDAS. We know that lower scores on the TDAS are associated with
scores in the direction of better adjustment on existential variable. But we do not
know how to measure these existential variables in a concise group administration.
We know that it can be done on an individual basis in descriptive personal
accounts such as those suggested by Kelly (1953), or in psychotherapy as reported
in Neimeyer & Eptig (1992). Empirical measurements without descriptive

individual' profiles cannot fully grasp the meaning of "Death anxiety " in a manner

that can be helpful in psychotherapy. Shacxelford (2003) cites a theoretical and
psychometric review of the Threat Index devzloped by Krieger, Eptig, and Leitner
(1974}, which may prove enormously helpful for expanding perspectives on death
anxiety.

Kastenbaum & Costa (1977) show that the Death Anxiety scales developed are
x conceptually impoverished in their definitions of death anxiety, and rely almost
entirely on limited samples of college studants for their generalizations about a
much deeper construct of death anxiety. Do they imply that what is needed now is
to supplement the nomothetic approach with a1 idiographic one?

Existentially, there is an intricate connection between the " empirical structure”

of death anxiety and “religiosity” as an indiviclual structure of being. Gelvin (1970)
provides details on that crucial distinction. It is crucial in terins of Heidegger's

ontology. Lester (1993) called for an empirical distinction between "my death and

the death of the other’. A subsequent a:tempt to investigate the existential
dimension of religious motivation in death anxiety was attempted by Thorson,
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Powell, Abdel Khalek & Beshai (1997). This is a "relatively bipolar” approach to
refigious life and the fear of death which combines TDAS and IRM or Internal
Religious Motivation (Hoge. 1972) with the unexamined cross cultural
“ontological” religious beliefs of Moslem and Christian students in the US and the

Arab World. The study found significant differences between mean scores on
death, anxiety relative to the ontology of relizious beliefs in the two cultures. This
offered an explanation of how these beliefs may have been influenced the reading
of TDAS items on a cross-cultural basis.

Neimeyer and Eptig (1992) attempted o overcome the nomothetic approach
by adopting Kelly's Personal Construct theory, which comes close to an
idiographic approach to Death Anxiety because it allows the responder to use his
own language in describing personal constructs. For one subject the core personal

construct of fear of death may be "burial” or "cremation” while for another it may

be achieving “martyrdom”. Kelly (1955) came very close by addressing the

bipolarity of life and death in deriving cors constructs by asking each subject to
give personal accounts of coming close to death. Using Kelly's (1955) theory

allows for a bipolar measure of life and death, which can register "core personal

constructs”.  Ontology governs one's identity. Autobiography and case history

provide a verbal testimony to core personal constructs of the authors. Some
therapists like Kubler-Ross (1969} search for personal constructs in therapy with
dying patients to provide coherence for the complexity of one's anticipation and
confrontation with death.

Most patients in therapy attempt to cisclose personal constructs in their

dialogues with the therapist. Kelly's method advocates asking questions like: “In
what way is ; your fear of death similar to that of soineone you knew, and different
from fear of death in general?" Beshai {1966} used this approach to assess
differences between delinquent and normal students. Any two traumatic events in

war, for instance, may be similar but also different in some way. Kelly (1955) was

an early advocate for a quasi-phenomenological method in his Personal Repertory
Test.

Scales and numbers tend to objectify a living structure and may delimit "life's

innermost possibility of being,” to paraphrase Heidegger. Kelly's approach comes
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close to this kind of disciosure of being, but it is basically empirical and
quantitative. ; I think that it is applicable to PTSD veterans who came close to
death in combat, and may be able to provide core constructs about how they
experienced combat.

If one assumes that each item of the 15 items of TDAS is an individual

construct . from one respondent who said: " fear dying a painful death”, how can
such a response compare with a discursive personal account of the encounter with
death? Death Anxiety in cross-cuftural research calls for a personal or
autobiographical account to throw light on the meaning of death in subjects of
different religions. Scales lend themselves well to a variety of war and peace
conditions, but the results may not generalize readily to the natural world without a
personal account. TDAS is a well-constructed psychometric instrument, and
arguably the most efficient of all scales on death anxiety, but it needs an
anthropology or phenomenology. The experience of the death of others does not
entail understanding one's anticipation of finality. This can be attained via
descriptive personal constructs using Kelly's (1955) Repertory.test or-via
biography.

Death anxiety for any responder is bound to evoke some significant cognitive-
affective components, but it is by no means a full representation of one's awareness

of the advancing resolutencss of death, or consciousness of “being-in-the-world".
Empirical scales may disclose the former, but not necessarily the latter.

Said (1987) maintains that advanced scholarship by philosophers over the
centuries may have rendered Western thonght dominant over the thinking of
oriental cultures Cross-cultural issues stem from this hegemony of western
empirical science over the entire globe. TDAS stimulated research on death anxiety
and its successful spread is a victory for empirical science. It impacts on how
psychologists in other cultures think about death. The roots of western cultural

science can be “deconstructed” by scientists in order to safeguard its objectivity.
Empirical scientists may assume that, a construct like "death anxiety” carries the
same meaning from one individual to another regardless of cultural context. Bach
translation (Brislin,1970) assumes that an English term has its exact equivalent ina

dictionary of foreign terms as long as a group of translators agree that they are the
same. Phenomenology would dispute that contention. Two scientific volumes on
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death anxiety appeared independently in the US by Lonetto & Templer (1978) and
in Egypt by Abdel Khalek (1987). They carry a compendium of empirical research
with great depth of insight in their objective analysis of results, but there is a
distinct difference between the two volumes in their undisclosed ontology. The
impact of a secular Christianity on Templer's (1978) book is a stark contrast with
Abdel Khalek's (1987) frequent "quotations from the Holy Quran. One can find the
exact "literal” equivalent of "death anxiety” in the Arabic term: "Kalak el-mawt”, but
the two titles imply different histories. They stem from a different ontology of
religious belief, and mean different things to respondents, A phenomenoclogy of
Personal Constructs may help to safeguard the individuality of personal constructs.
Moghaddam, Taylor & Wright (1993) contend that it is impossible to achieve
equality in translation émpirically. Any translation of a scale is also a
transformation, and this sets limits on the freedom of other cultures to think
differently from the west. One can do back-trenstation and ascertain equivalence of

terms. but not equivalence of meaning. Once "Death Anxiety” originates in a
cultural setting it spreads to other cultures with some necessary variations. A
‘cognitive dissonance” is bound to happen in translating a text from English to

Arabic and vice versa. Dissonance can be resolved by a rigorous histerical analysis
of origins and pre-suppositions. This is prec sely what phenomenology endeavors
to do.
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