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ChAPtEr 1

AnimALS



THIS IS THE bASIc HumAN coNDITIoN:

WHATEvEr ElSE WE ArE, IS buIlT oN THIS.

WE ArE fIrST 
AND forEmoST 

ANImAlS 
movING AbouT 
oN A plANET 

SHINING IN THE 
SuN. 



cr
aw

ling life, organismic l
ife

,

and at least we know what organisms 
are and what they are trying to do.

The only certain thing we know about 
this planet is that it is a theater for 



At its most elemental level the 
human organism, has a mouth, 
digestive tract, and anus, a skin 

to keep it intact, and appendages 
with which to acquire food. 

FECES



And 
press 

down 
their 

gullets 
without 

choking. 

existence for All orgAnis mic life

is A constAnt struggle to feed 

A struggle to incorporAte whAtever

other orgAnisms they cAn fit into their mouths 



We are conscious of ThaT fAct.

Life cannot go on without the 
mutual devouring of organisms. 



 

it means to know that 
we Are food for worms. 

We are mortal animals who 
at the same time are conscious of 

our mortality.

what does it mean to be 
a self-conscious animal? 

?



this is the terror

To have emerged from nothing, to 

have a name, consciousness of self, 

deep inner feelings, an excruciating 

inner yearning for life & self-expressi-

on — and with all this yet to die. 



We, 
the animals 
Who knoW 

We are 
not safe here, 

Who need 
con tinued 
affrmation 

of our poWers, 
are the one 

animal Who is 
im placably 
driven to 

Work beyond 
animal needs 

precisely 
because We 
experience 

creatureliness.



we wAnt Above All to 
endure And prosper, to Achieve 

immortAlity in some wAy.

Because we know we are mortal, 
the thing we want most to deny is 

our mortality.



mortality is connected to the 
natural, animal side of our existence; 

and so we reach beyond and 
away from that side. 

So much that we try to deny it compLeteLy! 



as soon as we reached new historical 
forms of power, we turned against the 
animals with whom we have pre viously 
identified - with a vengeance, we now 
see, because the animals embodied 
what we feared most, 

A nAmeless And fAceless deAth. 



the dynamic of our misery on this 
planet stems from us trying to be 
other than we are, trying to deny our 
animal nature. this is the cause of all 
psychic illness, sadism, and war. the 
guiding principles of the formation of 
all human ideology harp on the same 
monotonous tune: 

“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”



“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”
“we are not ani mals.”



ChAPtEr 2

thE BodY



people 
in 
all 

cultures 
go 
to 

extraordinary 
lengths 

to 
deny
that 
they 
are 

animals 
and 
to 

regulate 
activities 

that 
remind 

them 
of 

their 
corporeal 

nature. 



WE AlTEr AND ADorN our boDIES IN AccorD WITH THE 
lATEST fASHIoNS, ExErcISE To ApproxImATE AN IDEAlIzED 
pHySIquE, AND Scrub ourSElvES To ErADIcATE ANy ScENTS 
ExcEpT THoSE EmANATING from boTTlES or SprAy cANS. 



We visit “rest” rooms to discreetly 
dispose of bodily excretions. 



We recoil in horror, or convulse in 

sophomoric mirth, at the sight of animals 

copulating, while earnestly pursuing our 

own amorous adventures in the name of

 love 





are threatening 
reminders that 
we are physical 
creatures 
who 
will 
die.

O u r  bOdies and an im a l i t y



a fundamental function of
culTurAl WorlDvIEWS

is to prevent our bodies from 
undermining our pretentions of 
mEANING AND SIGNIfIcANcE. 



So 
we 

tranSform 
our 

bodieS 
into 

cultural 
SymbolS 

of 
beauty 

and 
power.



We hide bodily activities
or Turn

 Th
em

 inT 

r I T u A l S

r I T u A l S
r I T u A l S

r I T u A l S

r I T u A l S
r I T u A l S

r I T u A l S

c

l

u

A

r Turn
 Th
em

 inTo 



To distinguish ourselves from animals 
and nature in order to transcend 
death, we humans have, around the 
world and since time immemorial, 
responded in surprisingly similar ways.



cropped

WE’rE NoT ANImAlS ANymorE. 

WE’rE AmbulATory WorkS of ArT 
uSING our boDIES To ASSErT our oWN 

culTurAl vAluE.

WHEN WE ArE

DEpIlATED
PierceD

and



ChAPtEr 3

tWo rESoUrCES



We humans all manage the problem 
of knowing we are mortal by calling on 

two basic psychological resources. 



first, we need to sustain faith in 

our cultural worldview, which 

imbues our sense of reality with 

order, meaning, and permanence. 



although we typically take our cultural 
worldview for granted, it is actually a 
fragile human construction that people 
spend great energy creating, maintaining, 
and defending. 

since we’re constantly on the brink of 
realizing that our existence is precarious, 
we cling to our culture’s governmental, 
educational, and religious institutions 
and rituals to buttress our view of human 
life as uniquely significant and eternal. 



but
We don’t just need 

to vieW life in general this 
Way; We need to vieW our oWn 

life this Way. the paths to literal 
and symbolic immortality laid 
out by our WorldvieWs require 
us to feel that We are valuable 
members of our cultures. hence, 
the second vital resource for 

managing terror is a feeling 
of personal significance, 

commonly knoWn as
SElf-ESTEEm.



JusT as culTural WorlDvieWs vary, 

so Do The Ways We aTTain anD mainTain 

self-esteem. 

for the Dinka of sudan, the man who owns the 
largest herd of long-horned 
cattle is the most highly regarded.

 in the Trobriand islands, 

a man’s worth is measured 

by the size of the pyramid 

of yams he builds in front 

of his sister’s house and 

leaves to rot. 

for many canadians, 

the man who best uses 

his stick to slap rubber 

pucks into nets guarded 

by masked opponents is 

considered a national 
hero.



The desire for self-esteem drives us 

all, and drives us hard. Self-esteem 

shields us against the rumblings of 

dread that lie beneath the surface of 

our everyday experience. 

The desire for self-esteem drives us 
all, and drives us hard. Self-esteem 
shields us against the rumblings of 
dread that lie beneath the surface of 
our everyday experience. 



SElf-ESTEEm ENAblES EAcH of 
uS To bElIEvE WE ArE ENDurING, 

SIGNIfIcANT bEINGS

rather than m
aterial creatures destined to be obliterated. 



The twin motives of affirming the correctness of 
our worldviews and demonstrating our personal 
worth combine to protect us from the uniquely 

human fear of inevitable death. And these same 
impulses have driven much of what humans have 

achieved over the course of our history.



ChAPtEr 4

CULtUrE



Wanting nothing less than eternal prosperity, 



we from the very beginning could not live 



with the prospect of death.  



c
ul

tur
Alsy

mbols 

we erected 

which do not age or decay to quiet 
our fear of our ultimate end - and of 
more im mediate concern, to provide 
the promise of indefinite duration.



our 
culTure 

gives 
us 
an 

Alter-
orgAnism 

Which
 is 

more 
DuraBle 

anD 
PoWerful

 Than 
The 
one 

naTure 
enDoWeD

 us 
WiTh. 
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much more
much more
much more
much more
much more
much more
much more

in

BuT

We transcend death 
via culture not only in visions like a 

perfumed heaven full of angels 

and



W e 
t r a n s c e n d 
d e a t h 
e s p e c i a l l y 
b y 
f i n d i n g 

a 
m e a n i n g 
f o r 
o u r 
l i f e s 
s o m e 
k i n d 
o f 
l a r g e r 
S c H E m E 
i n t o 
W h i c h 
W e 
f i t



we may believe 

we have fulfilled god's purpose, 

or done our duty to our 
ancestors or family, 

or achieved something which has 
enriched mankind. 



ITSElf THAT EmboDIES THE 

IT IS 

                                              E
                                          c
                                      N
                                  E
                              D
                          N
                       E
                   c
               S
           N
       A
   r
T

o
f

D
E
A
T
H

IN SomE form or o
TH

Er. 







There is really no basic distinction 
between sacred and profane in the 

symbolic affairs of men. 

There is really no 
basic distincti

on between sacred 
and profane in the 
symbolic affairs of 

men. 
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culturAl
is

fAbricAted
And

given
meAning

by
the

mind,

every

thing



A
meAning

thAt
wAs
not

given
by

physicAl
nAture.



culture is in this sense supernatural, 
and all systematiza tions of culture 

have in the end the same goal: 

to raise us above nature, to 
assure us that in some ways our 

lives count in the universe more than 
merely physical things count.



the 
supernatural 

cultural 
scheme

 of 
things 

that 
We 

humans 
embrace 

to 
manage 

existential 
terror 

is 
nevertheless 

ultimately 
a 

defensive 
distortion 

and 
obfuscation 

of 
reality 

to 
blot 
out 
the 

INEvITAbIlITy 
of 

DEATH. 



What we want in any epoch 
is a way of transcending our 
physical fate. 

We want to guarantee some 
kind of indefinite duration. 

culture provides us with the 
necessary immortality symbols 
or ideologies.



immortAlity

power.

s
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ChAPtEr 5

ritUAL
Art

mYth
rELigion



in the wake of our helplessness in 
the face of nature’s indifference, our 
ancestors had to do something to 
enhance their chances for survival.



buT THEy AlSo NEEDED 
SomE TANGIblE SIGNS THAT THE 

INvISIblE WorlD rEAlly ExISTED 

 



rITuAlS
ArT
myTH
rElIGIoN} fEATurES 

of EvEry 
kNoWN 
culTurE

together 
made 

it 
possible 

for 
us 
to 

coNSTrucT, 
mAINTAIN, 

AND 
coNcrETIzE 

our 
supernatural 
conceptions 
of reality.

by mAkING THE INcrEDIblE 

crEDIblE WE ImAGINED THAT 

WE Took fIrm coNTrol of 

THE mATErIAl WorlD, WHIcH 

rAISED uS ovEr AND AbovE 

mATErIAl DEcAy AND DEATH.

by mAkING THE INcrEDIblE 

crEDIblE WE ImAGINED THAT 

WE Took fIrm coNTrol of 

THE mATErIAl WorlD, WHIcH 

rAISED uS ovEr AND AbovE 

mATErIAl DEcAy AND DEATH.



SomE combINATIoN of DANcE AND SoNG
 IN TurN lIkEly formED THE EArlIEST rITuAlS.

very early.

way later.



rituals were more than balms. They 

were also directed 
rituals were more than balms. They 

were also directed 

rituals were more than balms. They 

were also directed toward altering dire 

circumstances,

rituals were more than balms. They 

were also directed toward altering dire 

circumstances,

rituals were more than balms. They 

were also directed toward altering dire 

circumstances, because the essence 

of ritual is wishful

rituals were more than balms. They 

were also directed toward altering dire 

circumstances, because the essence 

of ritual is wishful

rituals were more than balms. They 

were also directed toward altering dire 

circumstances, because the essence 

of ritual is wishful thinking in action. 

we act out what we want to happen.

rituals were more than balms. They 

were also directed toward altering dire 

circumstances, because the essence 

of ritual is wishful thinking in action. 

we act out what we want to happen.



Song, dance, and SymboLic preenactmentS



seemed helpful in mAking wishes come true.



M A N A G E

TERROR

F O S T E R I N G

PROCESSES

ILLUSION

WE

CONTROL
THEM.

THE

and

superseding

by

THAT

Rituals                        NATURAL
HELP

ILLUSION



cave art in general (both the art and 
the caves in which it was painted) 
depicted the cosmos, consisting of 
supernatural, death-transcending 

dimensions and representing different 
states of human consciousness. 



our ancestors, 

like us, also noted that

a cloud sometimes took the shape

of a horse, a bird, 

a bear, or a rabbit 

and that the moon had a face on it. 



W
ith

 th
e 

as
si

st
an

ce
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f r
itu
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tic
 d

ru
m

m
in

g,
 c

ha
nt

in
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 o
r d

an
ci

ng
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he
y 

en
jo

ye
d 

ne
w

s e n s a t i o n s

by
 si

ng
ing

and dancing

to 
the

 po
int

 of
 ex

ha
us

tio
n,

they 
experienced a kind of wild 
euphoria.

With 
the ingestion 

of psychotropic 
substances, 

they hallucinated.



By making The lo ng anD ofTen

circuiTous Journey inTo caves anD 

vieWing Th
e arresTing images There,

PerhaPs assisTeD By singing o
r 

chanTing, our ancesTors invesTeD The

suPernaTural WiTh maTe rialiT
y anD 

Precisely situAted it cosmologicAlly; 

iT  Wa s  no T someThing  T haT  exis TeD 

merely   in PeoPle’s ThoughT  s

 an D

m
inDs. B y vis i

Ting These ca  v
es

,  Peo
P l e

“TraveleD” Through Time anD The 

cosmos    a 
n

D  exPerienceD   
su

P ernaTural

r e A l m
s   b eyo n d    

d e Ath .



like ritual, art helped to make the 
incredible credible by offering concrete 

signs of a supernatural world.



art 
depicting 

the 
supernatural, 

a 
feature 

of 
every 
known 
culture, 

is 
fundamental 

to 
constructing 

and 
maintaining 
supernatural 

death-
transcending 
conceptions 

of 
reality.



myth, like art and ritual, lends form to 
abstract notions like the soul, or the idea 
of immortality. all human societies, even 
the most primitive and technologically 
impoverished ones, have sophisticated 

creation myths, ideas about the structure 
of the universe, and explanations for 

what happens after death.



rElIGIoN

provIDE THE NArrATIvE juSTIfIcATIoN for

AND EmbEllISHED by

form

WHIcH SErvES To rEGulATE All ASpEcTS of SocIAl bEHAvIor.



religions delineate how we should 
interact with and treat each other by 

providing a purposeful, moral conception 
of a life in which individuals’ souls can 

exist beyond their physical death. 

?gooD
life

gooD
afTerlife



and religion gave our ancestors — as 
it gives us — a sense of community 

and shared reality, a worldview, without 
which coordinated and cooperative 
activities in large groups of humans 

would be difficult, if not impossible, to 
sustain.



rituals, art, myth, and religion likely 
developed more or less sequentially. But once 
in place, they all functioned, and still function, 

simultaneously and synergistically. 

r
ituAl Art m

y
th

 r
eligion

rituAl Ar
t m

yth reli
g

io
n

rituAl
 A

r
t 

myth relig
ion

r
it

u
Al

 Art m
yth

 religion



r
ituAl Art m

y
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 r
eligion

rituAl Ar
t m
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g
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n

rituAl
 A

r
t 

myth relig
ion

r
it

u
Al

 Art m
yth

 religion
myths provide narrative explanations 

of the supernatural; art and rituals serve 
to embody and enact the myths. Taken 
collectively, all of these were essential 

elements of the development of cultural 
worldviews and how they became central 

features of human life.



ChAPtEr 6

trAnSfErEnCE



realist ic

ally  the un iverse  co ntains o verw

helming



beyond ourselves we SenSe chAos. 



We can’t really do much 
about this unbelievable 
power, except for one 
thing: 

we can endow certain 
persons with it. This 
phenomenon is called 
tranSference.



The chilD Takes naTural aWe anD 
Terror anD focusses Them on 
individual beings Which alloWs her or 
him To finD The PoWer anD horror 
all in one place insTeaD of DiffuseD 
ThroughouT a chaoTic universe. 



the transference object, 
being endowed with the 

transcendent powers 
of the universe, 

now has in her- or himself 
the power to control, order, 

and combat them. 
the transference object 
comes to represent for 
the individual the great 

biological forces of nature, 
to which the ego binds itself 
emotionally and which then 

form the essence of the 
human and her / his fate. 



as ultimately power 
means power over 
life and death, the 

child can now safely 
emerge in relation to 

the transference 
object. 

THe 
obJecT becoMes His  /  HeR locus 

oF 
saFe opeRaT ion. 

all s/he has to do is conform to it in 
the ways that s/he learns; conciliate it if 
it becomes terrible; use it serenely for 

automatic daily activities.



just as the home actually is, 
for the child, her / his whole world.

transference is 
the experience of 
the other as ones 

whole world



THe MoRe you people 
youR woRld wiTH oMnipoTenT 

FaTHeR-FiguRes, exTRa-Magical HelpeRs. 

K I

B

P

LC



from earliest times we asked to be 
mystified, and right away there were 
those ready to

we put on the chains imposed by 
the powers of dead ancestors, 
then shamans, priests, divine kings, 
heads of state. 



today 
We 

under stand 
the 

inner 
dynamics 

of 
this 
long 

history 
of 

self-abasement: 

WE 
NEED 

TrANSfErENcE 
IN 

orDEr
 To 
bE 

AblE
 To 

STAND 
lIfE. 



THE oNly IDEAlITy THAT WE HAvE.

A rEflEx of THE fATAlITy of THE HumAN coNDITIoN. 

TrANSfErENcE 
IS

TrANSfErENcE 
IS

TrANSfErENcE 
IS

A TAmING of TError.



the fundamental use 
of transference, of what 

we could better call 
“transference heroics”, 
is the practice of a safe 

heroiSm. 



ChAPtEr 7

hEroiSm



We are always hungry for 
material for our own immortaliza tion. 

groups need it too, which explains
the constant hunger for heroes.



every group, however small or great, 
has, as such, an “individual” impulse 
for etemalization, which manifests 
itself in the creation of and care for 
national, religious, and artistic 

heroes

The individual paves the 
way for this collective 

eternity impulse.



We give our entire allegiance 
to our own group; and each group is 

a codified hero system. 



societies are standardized systems of 
death denial. They give structure to the 
formulas for 

heroic 
transcendence.

heroic 
transcendence.

heroic 
transcendence.

heroic 
transcendence

heroic 
transcendence

heroic 
transcendence

heroic 
transcendence

heroic 
transcendence

heroic 
transcendence

heroic 
transcendence

heroic 
transcendence



for primitive man, who practiced the 
ritual renewal of nature, each person 

could be a cosmic hero of a quite 
definite kind:

 
s/he could contribute with her / 

his powers and observances to the 
replenishment of cosmic life. 

√

√ √ √

√

√ √
√



gradually, as societies became more 
complex and differentiated into 
classes, cosmic heroism became the 
property of special classes like 
divine kings and the military, who 
were charged with the renewal of 
nature and the protection of the group 
by means of their own special powers. 



and so the situation developed where 
we (left)

(right) could 
be (left)

(right) heroic 
only (left)
 (right) by 

following (left)
(right) orders. 



and so salvation had to be mediated 
to us by these figures. 

We had given the mandate of power 
and expiation to our

leAder  

heroes



the 
SubjectS 

have 
no 

choice!

in a primitive 
hunting band 
or a tribe the 
leader cannot 
compel anyone 
to go to war.

They now serve in warfare heroism for the 
divine king who provides his own power 
in victory and bathes the survivors in it. 

in the 
kingship 

And 
the stAte 



With the rise of money coinage 
one could be a money hero and 
privately protect her- or himself and 
her / his offspring by the accumulation 
of visible gold-power. 



With christiAnity something new 
came into the world: The heroism of 
renunciation of this world and the 
satisfactions of this life, which is why 
the pagans thought christianity was 
crazy. it was a sort of antiheroism by 
an animal who denied life in order to 
deny evil. 



buddhism did the same thing even 
more extremely, denying all possible 

worlds. 



The revolutionary hero who will bring 
an end to injustice and evil once and 
for all, by bringing into being a new 
utopian society perfect in its purity.

With the french revolution another 
type of modern hero was codified: 



in modern times, with the enlighten-
ment, began again a new paganism
of the exploitation and enjoyment 
of earthly life, partly as a reaction 
against the christian renunciation of 
the world. now a new type of 
productive and scientific hero 
came into prominence, and we are still 
living this today. 



We are living 
the grotesque spectacle 

of the poisoning of the earth

 by the nineteenth-century 
hero system of unrestrAined

mAteriAl production.



We are fated to consider this earth 
as a theater for heroism, and our life 
as a vehicle for heroic acts which aim 

precisely to transcend evil.



ChAPtEr 8

EviL



all organisms want to perpetuate 
themselves, continue to ex perience and 
to live. it is a great mystery that we don‘t 

under stand but observe every day.

We are amazed, as we 
see cornered animals, 

how frantically they want 
to live. 



all animals are This franTic

WiThouT even knoWing

WhaT DeaTh means.

They ProBaBly only sense

the dAnger of crushing power.

All AnimAls Are this frAntic

without even knowing

what death means.

they probably only sense

the danger of crushing power.





But we are truly sorry creatures 
because we have made death 

conscious. 

We can see evil in anything 
that wounds us, causes ill health, 
or even deprives us of pleasure. 



We have come, universally, to identify 

as the two principal evils of the human 
organismic condition. disease defeats 
the joys of prosperity while one alive, 
and death cuts prosperity off coldly.

d i s e A s e
d

A
t
h



con sciousness means too that 
we have to be preoccupied with evil 
even in the absence of any immediate 
danger. our lives become a meditation 
on evil and a planned venture for 
controlling it and forestalling it. 



The result is one of the 
great tragedies of human existence.

To locate the threat to life in some
special places where it can be

placated and controlled. 

THE NEED To fETISHIzE EvIl.



it is tragic precisely because it is sometimes very arbitrary: 

we make fantasies about evil, 

see it in the wrong places, and 

destroy ourselves and others by 

uselessly thrashing about. 



other animals must simply use those powers
that nature provided them with and the 

neural circuits that animate those powers. 
But we can invent and imagine powers, and 

we can invent ways to protect power. 

a second result A second result 

To geT poweR To FoRTiFy ouRselves. to get power to fortify ourselves. 

of our animal vulnerability of our animal vulnerability 
to death and our symbolic to death and our symbolic 

consciousness of it is the struggle consciousness of it is the struggle 



as an organism 
We are faTeD 

to perpetuAte ourselves.

knife



as a conscious organism We 
are faTeD To identify evil As the 

threAt To ThaT PerPeTuaTion.

friendfoe



Joe the 
hunter

in the same way, we are driven to 
in dividuate ourselves as an organism, 

to develop our own peculiar talents 
and personality.



And what, then, 
would be the highest development 

and use of those talents? 





attila the hun, caligula, ivan the Terrible, 
Peter the cruel, rasputin, robespierre, 
adolf hitler, Joseph stalin, mao Zedong, 
françois Duvalier, idi amin, Pol Pot, 
saddam hussein … the list goes on.

But demonic despots are never singularly 
responsible for virulent hatred and 
genocidal atrocities. it takes “normal” 
people — those who see themselves as 
doing “god’s work,” their patriotic duty, 
or “just following orders” — to stoke the 
gas chambers at auschwitz, to sow the 
killing fields in cambodia.



our longing to transcend death inflames 

violence toward each other. While our 

cultural scheme of things keeps a lid on 

our mortal dread, others cling to very 

different sets of beliefs to manage theirs. 

acknowledging their “tr
uths” inevitably 

calls ours into question. 

TruTHS
Tr

uT
HS

TruTHS

TruTHS Tr
uT

HS

TruTHS

TruTHS

TruTHS

TruTHS Tr
uT

HS



TruTHS
WE HAvE To bElIEvE IN our oWN 

To SuSTAIN THE prEcArIouS vIEW 
THAT lIfE IS mEANINGful AND THAT WE ArE 

SIGNIfIcANT, ENDurING bEINGS.



bEcAuSE IT IS A lIvING ExAmplE 
THAT lIfE cAN Go oN HEroIcAlly WITHIN 

A vAluE frAmEWork ToTAlly AlIEN 
To oNE’S oWN.

oNE culTurE 
IS AlWAyS A poTENTIAl mENAcE 

To ANoTHEr



it is deeply disturbing to have one’s 
fundamental beliefs called into question. 
Take our meanings and purposes away, 

characterize them as juvenile, useless, or 
evil, and all we have left are the vulnerable 

physical creatures that we are. 



Because cultural conceptions of reality keep a 

lid on mortal dread, acknowledging the legitimacy 

of beliefs contrary to our own unleashes the very 

terror those beliefs serve to quell.

so we must parry the threat by derogating and dehumanizing those with alternative views of life, by forcing them to adopt our beliefs and co-opting aspects of their cultures into our own, or by obliterating them entirely. 



There is always residual death anxiety, 
a rumble of panic that is projected onto 
other groups of people designated as 
all-encompassing repositories of evil. 

DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH 
ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy 
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ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy 
DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH 
ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy 
DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH 
ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy 
DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH 
ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy 
DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH 
ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy 
DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH 
ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy 
DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH 
ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy DEATH ANxIETy



AND 
WHEN 
THoSE 

IN 
oNE 

Group 
bolSTEr 

THEIr 
pSycHoloGIcAl 

SEcurITy 
by 

ImpoSING 
THEIr 
WIll 
AND 

vENTING 
THEIr 

ANImoSITy 
oN 

ANoTHEr, 
THIS 

frEquENTly 
proDucES 

A 
bAcklASH 

by 
THE 

“oTHErS,” 
rESulTING 

IN 
A 

vIcIouS 
cyclE 

of 
bITTEr 

AcrImoNy.

AND 
WHEN 
THoSE 
IN 
oNE 
Group 
bolSTEr 
THEIr 
pSycHoloGIcAl 
SEcurITy 
by 
ImpoSING 
THEIr 
WIll 
AND 
vENTING 
THEIr 
ANImoSITy 
oN 
ANoTHEr, 
THIS 
frEquENTly 
proDucES 
A 
bAcklASH 
by 
THE 
“oTHErS,” 
rESulTING 
IN 
A 
vIcIouS 
cyclE 
of 
bITTEr 
AcrImoNy.



The paradox is that evil comes from 
our urge to heroic victory over evil. 

The greatest cause of evil includes all 
human motives in one giant paradox. 

evil

evilevil



in seeking To avoiD evil, We are 

resPonsiBle for Bringing more 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

 inTo The WorlD.

In seekIng to avoId evil, we are 
responsIble for brIngIng more 

evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 
evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil 

 Into the world.

In seekIng to avoId evil, we are responsIble for brIngIng more evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil evil  Into the world.



ChAPtEr 9

PoWEr



power is the life pulse that 
sustains us in every epoch.



it is the basic category of our 
existence, as our organism's whole 
world is structured in terms of power.



We are characterized by a general 
inclination, a perpetual and restless 
desire of power after power, that 
ceaseth only in...



death.



all power is sacred power, 
because it begins in 

the hunger for immortality.

it ends in the absolute 
subjection to people and things which 

represent immortality power.



The Thing ThaT 
connecTs money 

WiTh The Domain of 
The sAcred is iTs 

power. 



money

giv
eS

 p
ow

er
 o
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r m

en



money
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o
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eS o
n
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 oth
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money
giv
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M o n e y  c r e a t e s  c o m f o r t a b l e 

d i s t a n c e  b e t we e n  p e r s o n s , 

e a s i l y  s a t i s f i e s  t h e i r  c l a i m s 

o n  e a c h  o t h e r  w i t h o u t 

c o m p r o m i s i n g  t h e m  i n  a n y 

d i r e c t  a n d  p e r s o n a l  wa y. 

O n  t o p  o f  t h i s  i t  g i v e s 

l i t e r a l l y  l i m i t l e s s  a b i l i t y  t o 

s a t i s f y  a p p e t i t e s  o f  a l m o s t 

a n y  m a t e r i a l  k i n d . 



power means power to increase oneself, 
to change one‘s natural situation from 
one of smallness, helplessness, finitude, 
to one of bigness, control, durability, 
importance. 



contingency And AccidentAccident



and so radiates its powers even after 
one‘s death, giving one a semblance of 
immortality as s/he lives in the vicarious 
enjoyments of her/his heirs that her/
his money continues to buy, or in the 
magnificence of the art works that s/he 
commis sioned, or in the statues of her- 
or himself and the majesty of his or her 
own mausoleum.

   money can be accumulated and passed on!



money
is The human moDe 

Par excellence of coolly
Denying animal BounDness,

The DeTerminism of
naTure.
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hiStorY



ImmorTAlITy STrIvING 

h
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immortAlity striving is a universal 
principle firmly anchored in each individual 
person, no matter who s/he is; it is 
present in each culture, no matter how 
varied its beliefs might seem, or how much 
mankind itself seemed to change from 
epoch to epoch. 



What was fixed was the principle of a 
dominAnt im mortAlity-ideology. 



in each historical period 
or social group, we thought that 

we lived Absolute truth because 
our social life gave expression to our 

deepest innate hunger. 



is 
in 
the 
last 
analysis

every 
conflict 
over 
truth

immortAlity.

the 
same 
old 
struggle 
over 



each person nourishes her or his im-
mortality in the ideology of self-perpetu-
ation to which she or he gives her or his 
allegiance; this gives her or his life the 
only abiding significance it can have. 



No woNder we go iNto a rage over fiNe 

poiNts of belief. if your adversary wiNs 

the argumeNt about truth, you die. if your 

immortality system has beeN showN to 

be fallible, your life becomes fallible. 



all human ideologies, then, are affairs that deal directly with the sacred ness of the individual or the group life, whether it seems that way or not, whether they admit it or not, whether the person knows it or not. 

you can see history 

as stages or successions 

of immortality ideologies.



ChAPtEr 11

frEEdom



something happened in history which 

gradually despoiled the average person, 

transformed him or her from an active, 

crea tive being into a pathetic consumer...

alienaTion

most people would agree that the word

applies To ModeRn Man.



A
 „dow

n  fall“ of m
an

 happened at som
e point in history.



historicAl mAn 

lost
someth

in
g

thAt

eArly

m
A

n

hAd.



in 

it‘s „stAte of nAture“

mAn

is

free
And

on
ly

becom
es

unfree

lA
te

r on. 





still today they trumpet this philosophy of history as    



the fall of pure men into corrupt social structures. 



We need possibility, belief in 
ourselves in order to even try to 

make things better. 

The reason the philosophy 
is so attractive is that we need 
hopes and ideals to urge us on.



up To A poINT, of courSE: 
THE poINT AT WHIcH 

THE IlluSIoN lIES AbouT 
SomETHING vEry ImporTANT, 

SucH AS HumAN NATurE. 

If IT IS fAlSE To THAT, 
THEN IT bEcomES opprES SIvE, 
bEcAuSE If you Try fAlSEly 
To mAkE A NEW bEGINNING 

you fAIl. 



We have learned something 
from the vast collections of data 

on primitive man.

That if he was not in bondage to the authority 
of living persons, he was at the utter mercy of 

the power of spirits.



Because of man‘s fear of life anD DeaTh, 
the tribe wAs in hock to the



or, if in some tribes men did not 
seem to fear death, it was because 

they had transmuted this fear by
 immersing themselves in the group 
ideology, whatever it may have been. 



IN THE STATE of NATurE 
THE SolITAry INDIvIDuAl IS AlrEADy uNfrEE. 

EvEN bEforE WE GET To SocIETy; 
WE cArry WITHIN ourSElvES THE boNDAGE 

THAT WE NEED IN orDEr To lIvE. 



WE ArE borN 
IN NEED of AuTHorITy AND 

WE EvEN crEATE ouT of 
frEEDom, A prISoN.



ChAPtEr 12

BEYond



rEDEmpTIoN 



rEDEmpTIoN cAN 



rEDEmpTIoN cAN oNly



rEDEmpTIoN cAN oNly comE



rEDEmpTIoN cAN oNly comE

IT cAN oNly comE WHEN WE lAy DoWN 
our INDIvIDuAlITy, GIvE IT up, ADmIT our 

crEATurElINESS AND HElplESSNESS. 

ouTSIDE THE INDIvIDuAl
from

from

from

from

bEyoND 
our coNcEpTuAlIzATIoN of 

THE ulTImATE SourcE of THINGS

THE pErfEcTIoN of crEATIoN



we cannot fashion an absolute from 

within our condition. cosmic heroism 

must transcend human relationships. 

what is at stake in all this is of course, 

the question of freedom, the quality of 

ones life and ones individuality. 



We need a “beyond,” but we reach 
first for the nearest one; this gives us 

the fulfillment we need but at the same 
time limits and enslaves us. 

bEyoND 
bEyoND 
bEyoND 
bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 
bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 
bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND bEyoND 

bEyoND 
bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND 

bEyoND bEyoND 



you can look at the whole 
problem of a human life in this way. 

you can ask the question: 



most people 
plAy IT SAfE: 
they choose the 

beyond of standard 
transference objects 

like pArENTS, 
the boSS, or the 

lEADEr; they accept 
the cultural definition 

of heroism 
and try to be a 

GooD provider or a 
SolID citizen. 
in this Way they 

earn their species 
immortality as an agent 

of procreation, or 
a collective or 

cultural immortality 
as part of a social 

group of some kind. 



most people live this way, and we are 
hardly implying that there is anything false 
or unheroic about the standard cultural 
solution to the problems of men. 

it represents both the truth and the 
tragedy of our condition: The problem of 
the con secration of ones life, the meaning 
of it, the natural surrender to something 
larger — these driving needs that inevitably 
are resolved by what is nearest at hand.



We should not stop and circumscribe our 
life With beyonds that are near at hand, or a 
bit further out, or created by ourselves. We 
should reach for the highest beyond of 
religion: We should cultivate the passivity 
of renunciation to the highest poWers no 
matter hoW difficult it is. anything less is less 
than full development, even if it seems like 
Weakness and compromise to the best thinkers.



AND ITS fulfIllmENT IS bASIc To ANy kIND of SocIAl lIfE.

THE NEED for A Truly rElIGIouS IDEoloGy IS INHErENT IN 



is that surrender to god masochistic? 
to empty oneself de meaning? 

it represents on the contrary the 
furthest reach of the self, the highest 
idealization we can achieve. only by 

surrendering to the bigness of nature 
on the highest, least- fetishized level, 

can we conquer death. 



AND IN orDEr To GET SucH cENTErING WE HAvE To 
look bEyoND THE “THou,” bEyoND THE coNSolATIoNS 

of oTHErS AND of THE THINGS of THIS WorlD. 



WE ArE THEoloGIcAl bEINGS. 

WE muST AlWAyS ImAGINE AND bElIEvE 
IN A SEcoND rEAlITy or A bETTEr WorlD THAN 

THE oNE THAT IS GIvEN uS by NATurE. 



by noW it should be 
clear that this is not 
a Weak surrender to 

ideology but a 
Working-through of 

the problem of human 
character. at the very 
furthest reaches of 

scientific description, 
psychology has to give 
Way to theology — that 

is, to a World-vieW 
that absorbs the 

individual conflicts 
and guilt and offers 
us the possibility for 
some kind of heroic 

apothe osis. We cannot 
endure our oWn 

littleness unless We 
can translate it into 

meaningfulness on the 
largest possible level. 



The reli gious geniuses
of hisTory have argued ThaT 

To be really submissive 
means To be submissive To

The highesT power, The
True infiniTy and absoluTe

—
and noT To any human 
subsTiTuTes, lovers, 

leaders, naTion  sTaTes. 



I N  r E l I G I o u S  T E r m S ,  T o 

I S  T o  D I E ,
b E c A u S E  T H E  c r E A T u r E  I S  T o o  S m A l l 

A N D  f I N I T E  T o  b E  A b l E  T o  b E A r 
T H E  H I G H E r  m E A N I N G S  o f  c r E A T I o N . 

r E l I G I o N  T A k E S  o N E S  v E r y

o N E ’ S

A N D  m A k E S  I T  A  c o N D I T I o N  o f  H o p E .

f u l l  T r A N S c E N D E N c E 
o f  T H E  H u m A N  c o N D I T I o N 

m E A N S  l I m I T l E S S  p o S S I b I l I T y 
u N I m A G I N A b l E  T o  u S . 



ChAPtEr 13

SoCiAL thEorY



some people say



BuT 
iT 
is 

one 
Thing 

To 
say 
ThaT 
We 
are 
noT 

human 
Because 

We 
are  

vicious
AnimAls,

anD
anoTher

To 
say 
ThaT 

iT 
is 

Because 
We 
are 

frightened
creAtures 

Who 
Try
To 

secure 
a 

vicTory 
over 
our 

limiTaTions. 



if 
We 
kill 
ouT 
of 

AnimAl 
feArs, 
Then 

conceivaBly 
fears 
can  
Be 

examineD 
anD 

calmeD

BuT 
if 

We 
kill 
ouT 
of 

lust, 
Then 

BuTchery 
is 
a 

faTaliTy 
for 
all 

Time.



evil

itself is now 
amenable to 
critical analysis 
and, conceivably, 
to the sway of 
reason. 



it is possible that cultural 
developments might lie ahead which 

might make it possible even to 
renounce age-old instinctual 

satis factions. 


etc.



iT is even easier To sPeculaTe 
aBouT culturAl developments 

ThaT mighT influence

&

THe 
FeaR 
oF 

deaTH

THe 
FoRMs 

oF 
HeRoisM

anD so blunt The TerriBle 
DesTrucTiveness ThaT They 

have causeD.



The sTuDy of socieTy 
Becomes The revelAtion of the lie.

if each hisTorical socieTy is in 
some Ways A lie or A mystificAtion,



the comparative study of society 
becomes the assessment of how high 

are the costs of this lie. 

The comparative 
study of society 

becomes the 
assessment of 

how high are the 
costs of this lie. 



oR, looked aT FRoM anoTHeR way

culTures are funDamenTally 
anD Basically styles of heroic 

deAth deniAl.



We can then ask empirically, what 
are the costs of such denials of death, 
because we know how these denials 

are structured into styles of life. 



These costs can be tallied 
roughly in two ways: 

in
terms

of
the 

tyrAnny
practiced
within

the
society,

anD in
 T
er

m
s
 o

f 
Th

e 
vi

c
ti

m
Ag

e P
racTiceD againsT aliens o

r
 „en

em
ies“ outside iT. 



DEATH IS AND 
HAS AlWAyS bEEN 

AN IDEoloGy. 





deAth is A

mechAnism

culture
thAt

wAs
utilized

bysocieties
from primitive

meAns
times

on

of

As

A



repression,sociAl

control
to

And

help
An

A

on

elite

its

will

en
fo

rc
e

meek anD compliAnt PoPulace. 



the gods, because of 
by the tribe, the polis, the state, 

we help secure our own domination

The definition of culture, after all, 
is that it continues the proJect of 
the trAnscendence of deAth; 
and so we see the fatality and 
naturalness of human slavishness :



who is scapegoating whom, what social 
classes are excluded from heroism, what 
there is in the social structure that drives 

the society  to self-destructive 
heroics, etc.

how you talk about heroics that cost 
mountains of human life, you have to find 
out why such heroics are practiced in a 

given social system:



N

WE HAvE To SET up SomE kIND of

SomE kIND of

lIbErATING IDEAl 

lIfE-GIvING 
AlTErNATIvE

opporTuNITy for 
HEroIc vIcTory

To THE THouGHT lESS & DESTrucTIvE HEroISm

WE HAvE To bEGIN To ScHEmE To GIvE To uS AN 

THAT IS NoT A SImplE 
rEflEx of NArcISSISTIc ScApEGoATING.
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right now it is important to direct 
you in the quest for an agreed 

general theory of human nature to 
exactly what cripples the autonomy 

of the individual. 



The enlightenment hope for free and 
autonomous men was never born; and 
one reason is that we have not known 
until recently the precise dynamics 
that makes us so tragically slavish. 

With the knowledge we have we can 
build a new social theory. 



THE TASk of THIS SocIAl THEory IS NoT

or To

buT To

AND

AND

To ExplAIN GuIlT AWAy 

AbSorb IT uNTHINkINGly 

GIvE IT ExprESSIoN

NEuTrAlIzE IT
IN STIll ANoTHEr DESTrucTIvE IDEoloGy, 

IN Truly crEATIvE 
lIfE-ENHANcING IDEoloGIES. 



it will be a critique of idolatry, of the costs 

of a too narrow focus for the dramatization 

of man‘s need for power and expia tion. 

This social theory also consists of critiques of false per ceptions, of ignoble hero systems. 



WE cANNoT 
AbANDoN 

THE HEroIc. 



But we can do what we have always done 

Argue about heroism, assess the 
costs of it, show that it is self-defeating, a 
fantasy, a dangerous illusion and not one 

that is life-enhancing and ennobling. 





 


if illusions are needed, how can we 

have those that are capable of 
correction, and how can we have 

those that will not deteriorate into 
delusions?

√

√



if we live in myths and not absolutes, 
there is nothing we can do or say about that. 
But we can argue for nondestructive myths; 
this is the task of what would be

A
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This social theory is neither radical 
nor conservative, but scientific; and 

we should begin to get scientific 
agreement on its basic image of man 

and society. 



if we have an agreed image in a 
science, there is nothing to prevent us 
from moving on to new kinds of social 

designs: designs for the possibility 
of nondestructive yet victorious types 

of social systems. 



ChAPtEr 14

dESign



we don't accept death. We resist it. We fight it. 
We spend enormous amount of energy and 
resources to delay it, to prolong life even under 
unbearable, "inhuman" conditions, and when it 
arrives, we honor it, we celebrate it. and again a 
huge amount of resources are deployed. 
Design is involved in every step, from the 
multiple elaborate inventions that have "saved" 
billions of lives to the myriad of rituals that 
every culture has developed to deal with death. 
one of the unique symptoms of the human 
species is the design of death. We are the 
species that buries its dead, and archeological 
traces of burial sites are treated as crucial 
evidence of humanity. even more than 100,000 
years ago in the middle east, nomadic 
hunter-gatherers design burials and place 
designed objects on or beside the bodies. in 
the earliest permanent settlements, such as 
10,500-year-old Boncuklu, in Turkey, bodies 
were buried under the floor of the oval mud-brick 
houses with stone tools and pieces of red ochre 
placed beside them. a thousand years later, in 
the earliest protocities like Çatalhöyük, up to 
thirty bodies were buried beneath the floor of 
each rectangular house as an integral part of 
the architecture. The design of death constantly 
evolves. 



WHAT NoW folloWS ArE SomE
rEmArkS AND coNcluSIoNS 

for pEoplE WHo WoulD lIkE To 
comE To TErmS WITH DEATH. 



The only secure truth we 

have is that which we 

ourselves create and 

dramatize; to live is to 

play at the meaning of 

life. childlike foolishness 

is the calling of mature 

wo/men. The need for 

legitimate foolishness. a 

childlike trust and hope 

for the human condition 

that leaves open the 

realm of mystery. 



We have a general theory of human nature that is entirely 
„naturalistic“, one that could theoretically „immunize" 
us to our „natural weakness“ - the scapegoating for our 
own fears and needs. 

a social ideal could be designed that takes into account 
our basest motives, but now an ideal not directly negated 
by those motives. in others words, a hate object need not 
be any special class or race or even human enemy, but 
could be things that take impersonal but real forms, like 
poverty, disease, oppression, natural disasters, etc. or, 
if we know that evil takes human form in oppressors and 
hangmen, then we could at least try to make our hatreds 
of men intelligent and in formed: we could work against 
the enemies of freedom, those who thrive on slavery, on 
the gullibilities and weaknesses of their fellow man. 

This raises more problems than it solves, since we hate 
and love according to our individual under standings and 
personal needs. But we have to try to take things one 
step further; the whole thrust of the science of man since 
the enlightenment has been after all a promise that ob-
jectivity about evil is possible. This objectivity about evil 
introduces what we might call the possibility of objective 
hatred. This clarification of hatred would allow us, to find 
a moral equivalent to natural sadism, to hope to translate 
our self-expansion into a furtherance of life instead of the 
destruc tion of it. 

if we know that we ourselves hate because of the same 
needs and urges to heroic victory over evil as those we 
hate, there is perhaps no better way to begin to introduce 
milder justice into the affairs of men. 

objEcTIvE HATrED
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EpIcurEA
NISm

for epicureans 

the way out was 

straightforward. 

first, we must 

become aware of 

our fear of death; 

then, we must 

recognize that it 

is irrational to be 

afraid of death. 

Bad things can 

only happen to 

those capable of 

sensation. Dead 

people are devoid 

of all sensations, 

just as we all were before we were conceived. Being dead is thus no different from never having existed. no one is terrified of the time before they were born, so why fret about death, since it is precisely the same insensate state that prevailed for eons before our time? once we realize this, death anxiety will be eliminated and we will no longer yearn for immortality. 

This, epicurus, proposed, will in turn make "the 

mortality of life more enjoyable." each of us must 

die to ensure "that future generations may grow," 

the epicurean lucretius wrote. "They, too, having 

lived out their lives, will follow you. generations 

before this perished just like you, and will perish 

again. Thus one thing will never stop arising from 

another. life is nobody`s private property, but is 

everyonè s to use."



THE moST uTopIAN fANTASy
a world-scientific body composed of leading minds in all fields, 
working under an agreed general theory of human unhappiness. 

They would reveal to mankind the reasons for 
its self-created unhappiness and self-induced 
defeat; they would explain how each society 
is a hero system which embodies in itself a 

dramatization of power and expiation; how this is 
at once its peculiar beauty and its destructive 

demonism; how we defeat ourselves by 
trying to bring absolute purity and goodness 

into the world. 

They would argue and propagandize for the 
nonabsoluteness of the many different hero systems 

in the family of nations, and make public a 
continuing assessment of the costs of mankind‘s 

im possible aims and paradoxes: how a given 
society is trying too hard to get rid of guilt and the 

terror of death by laying its trip on a neighbor. 

Then we might struggle, even in anguish, to come to 
terms with ourselves and our world. 



With our 
portable cameras today, the 

two most popular typologies of 
image making are still the 

self-portrait and the still life.
vanitas and deathliness.

EvEryTHING 
HAS cHANGED

NoTHING
HAS cHANGED

EvEryTHING HAS cHANGED
NoTHING

HAS cHANGED

EvEryTHING 
HAS cHANGED

NoTHING
HAS cHANGED
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in a club, the careworn self is smashed by e.g. beats, echoing guitars 
and elec tronic shrieking, and its fragments are scattered even more 
finely by showering and splitting light effects. The narcotic drift will take 
you to spaces beyond time and death. 

This explains the massive attendance at music festivals. The festivals 
represent a joyful triumph over the flat emptiness of modern life, the 
mechanical succession of news events which carry everyone on willy-nilly, 
the ticking away of life in an absurd anarchy. The festival is the attempt 
to reawaken a sense of the awesome and the miraculous as we throb in 
full communion to the beating of the music. What we are seeking through 
this is a way to adequately express wonder, an expression that modern, 
secular, mechanistic society has denied us. This kind of communion in 
joy and in intensive experience is, we have to conclude, one of our heroic 
victories over human limitation. yet it, too, is hardly a mod ern invention 
despite the new technics which mediates it. it is a replay of the basic 
Dionysian expansiveness, the submergence and loss of identity in the 
transcending power of the pulsating "now" and the frenzied group of 
like-minded believers. That heroic expansiveness, joy, and wonder have 
an underside - finitude, guilt, and death - and we have to watch for its 
expression too. after you have melted your identity into transcending, 
pulsating power, what do you do to establish some kind of balance? 
What kind of forceful, instrumental attitude do you summon up to 
remarshal yourself and your grip on experience? one cannot live in the 
trembling smallness of awe, else s/he will melt away. Where is the object 
on which to focus one's new self-assertion - an object that is for most 
people a victim? This is what we have to be con stantly on guard for. for 
the masochistic loss of self during th Dionysian festivals there was the 
corresponding sadistic affirmation of self: the Dionysian celebrators tore 
apart with their bare hands and ate raw a scape  goat or a bull to climax 
the ceremony. 

every heroic victory is two  sided: it aims toward merger with an absolute 
"beyond" in a burst of life affirmation, but it carries within it the rotten 
core of death denial in a physical body here on earth. if culture is a lie 
about the possibilities of victory over death, then that lie must somehow 
take its toll of life, no matter how colorful and expansive the celebration 
of joyful victory may seem. We might say that modem heroism is some  
what out of joint compared with Dionysianism, where both aspects of 
transcendence took place on the spot.



it is true, that most people will not usually kill unless it is 
under the banner of some kind of fight against evil; in which 
case one is tempted to blame the banner, the propaganda and 
artificial belief system, and not the people. but banners don't 
wrap themselves around us: we invent banners and clutch 
at them; we hunger for believable words that dress life in 
convincing meaning. 

As dostoevsky so well put it, men would die if they didn't have 
nice words to speak (to make sense out of their occasions). 
we would die, not because words are nice trimmings to life, 
but because without words action stops dead, and when 
action stops the gnawing realization of impotency and the 
dumb futility of animal life begins. words abolish fear and 
embody hope in themselves. 

we need to realize that we will do anything for heroic 
belonging to a victorious cause if we are persuaded about the 
legitimacy of that cause. And we know no psychology, and 
so far no conditions on this earth, which would exempt us 
from fulfilling our urge to cosmic heroism, which means from 
identifying evil and moving against it. 

HuNGEr

for WorDS



NEW SymbolS of DEATH
olD NEW

skulls

owls
vultures

tombstones

cAdAvers

coffins

urns

sex

the grim reAper

the color blAck
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trAnsvestism

no wi-fi

no followers

no friends

no v
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ors

no mAils
no comments

body orgAns

AvAtArs

zombies

dinosAurs

vAmpires
the devil

bones

cAts

moths



THE 
opTIoN 

for 
THE 

IrrATIoNAl

We can introduce the option for the “irrational” as the 
basis for life. There is a driving force behind a 
mystery that we cannot understand, and it in cludes 
more than reason alone. The urge to cosmic heroism, 
then, is sacred and mysterious and not to be neatly 
ordered and ra tionalized by science and secularism. 
science, after all, is a credo that has attempted to 
absorb into itself and to deny the fear of life and death; 
and it is only one more competitor in the spectrum of 
roles for cosmic heroics.

We are drinking and drugging ourselves out of 
awareness, or we spend our time shopping, which is 
the same thing. as awareness calls for types of heroic 
dedication that our culture no longer provides for us, 
society contrives to help us forget. or alternatively, we 
bury ourselves in psychology in the belief that 
awareness all by itself will be some kind of magical 
cure for our problems. But psychology was born with 
the breakdown of shared social heroisms; it can 
only be gone beyond with the creation of new heroisms 
that are basically matters of belief and will, dedication 
to a vision. 

The only way to get beyond the natural contradictions 
of existence, was in time-worn religious way: to project 
one’s problems onto a god-figure, to be healed by an 
all-embracing and all-justifying beyond. To talk in these 
terms is not at all the same thing as to talk the 
language of the psychotherapeutic religionists or 
hipster-gurus. The orientation of men has to be always 
beyond their bodies, has to be grounded in healthy 
repressions, and toward explicit immortality-ideologies, 
myths of heroic trans cendence. We can conclude that a 
project as grand as the scientific-mythical construction 
of victory over human limitation is not something that 
can be programmed by science. 
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SHorT rEflEcTIoN

w
e are all directly descended from

, 

and consequently related to, the first 

living organism
, as well as to every 

earth-dwelling creature that has ever 
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With the truth, one cannot live. To be able to live 
one needs illusions, not only outer illusions such as 
art, religion, philosophy, science and love, but 
inner illusions which first condition the outer 
(i.e., a secure sense of ones active powers, and of 
being able to count on the powers of others). The 
more a person can take reality as truth, appearance 
as essence, the sounder, the better adjusted, the 
happier will s/he be . . . This con stantly effective 
process of self-deceiving, pretending and blundering, 
is no psychopathological mechanism. . .  

life is possible only with illusions.

and so, the question must be come a new one, 
yet one that re flects the essence of the human 
condition: on what level of illusion does one live? 

it begins to look as though we cannot find our 
heroism in everyday life any more, as we did in 
traditional societies just by doing our daily duty of 
raising children, working, and worship ping. We need 
revolutions and wars and “continuing‘ revolutions to 
last when the revolutions and wars end. That is the 
price we pay for the eclipse of the sacred dimension. 
When we de throned the ideas of soul and god we 
were thrown back hopelessly on our own resources, 
on ourselves and those few around us. even lovers 
and families trap and disillusion us because they 
are not sub stitutes for absolute transcendence. We 
might say that they are poor illusions.

What is the ‘‘best” illusion under which to live? or, 
what is the most legitimate foolish ness? We think 
the whole ques tion would be answered in terms of 
how much freedom, dignity, and hope a given illusion 
provides. These three things absorb the problem of 
natural neurosis and turn it to creative living.

oN

WHAT

lEvEl

of

IlluSIoN

DoES

oNE

lIvE?



THESE moDES of DEATH 
TrANScENDENcE ArE All 

GrouNDED WITHIN A 
culTurAlly coNSTrucTED 

ScHEmE of THINGS, AND 
SomE culTurAl WorlDvIEWS 

GuIDE uS ToWArD morE 
coNSTrucTIvE pATHS of 
TrANScENDENcE THAN 

oTHErS. THE quESTIoN THEN 
bEcomES „WHAT ArE lIfE-
ENHANcING IlluSIoNS?“

5 
corE 
moDES 
of 
DEATH 
TrANScENDENcE

NATurAl 
TrANScENDENcE 

is identifying With all 
life, nature, or even 

the universe.
crEATIvE 

TrANScENDENcE 
is obtained by 

contributing to future 
generations through 

innovations and teaching 
in art, science, and

technology.

THEoloGIcAl 
TrANScENDENcE

entails faith in a soul and 
the possibility of literal 

immortality; it can also be 
a more symbolic sense of 
spiritual connection to an 

ongoing life force.

bIoSocIAl 
TrANScENDENcE 

is derived from the literal 
connection to future generations 

by passing on one`s genes, 
history, values, and possessions, 

or by identification With an 
ancestral line or ethnic or 

national identity that 
perseveres indefinitely.

ExpErIENTAl 
TrANScENDENcE 

is characterized by a sense 
of timelessness accompanied 

by a heightened sense of aWe and 
Wonder. certain drugs can foster 

this kind of experience, 
as can meditation, various 

cultural rituals, and activities 
that provide a sense of floW, of 
losing oneself in contemplation 

and enjoyment. 

and such 
experiential states 
are most fulfilling 
When they occur in 
the context of one 
of the four other 

modes: playing 
With your children, 

engaging in 
spiritual rituals, 

throWing yourself 
into creative 

activity, being 
immersed in the 
natural World. 



 
pArADox

 
pArADox

We are animals who 
must fetishize in order 
to survive and to have 
„normal mental health.“ 
But this shrinkage of 
vision that permits us 
to survive also at the 
same time prevents us 
from having the over-
all understanding we 
need to plan for and 
control the effects of our

We are animals who 
must fetishize in order 
to survive and to have 
„normal mental health.“ 
But this shrinkage of 
vision that permits us 
to survive also at the 
same time prevents us 
from having the over-
all understanding we 
need to plan for and 
control the effects of our

shrinkage of experience.
shrinkage of experience.



SElf-ESTEEmSElf-ESTEEmSElf-ESTEEmSElf-ESTEEm

self-esteem does not ensure a successful life or great 
achievement; that requires innate abilities, excellent 
training, high levels of motivation and commitment, and 
persistent exertion. But self-esteem is a key to 
psychological security: it helps buffer anxiety, blunts 
defensive reactions to thoughts of death, makes people 
more resilient, and fosters physical, psychological, and 
interpersonal well-being. all of which raises the question: 

what can we do to acquire it? 

one tactic is to encourage individuals to cultivate 
diversified self-concepts. after all, each of us is 
multifaceted. Different aspects of our identity correspond 
to different social roles, each with its own associated 
standards. some of these standards are more attainable 
for particular individuals than others. By placing our 
psychological eggs in many different baskets, we 
increase the odds that we’ll have durable ways to feel 
good about ourselves. knowing which baskets are right 
for us is also important. you shouldn’t aspire to become 
a professional opera singer if you can’t carry a tune. 

another approach is to foster the development of social 
roles and opportunities for people who would otherwise 
be marginalized or ostracized.

SElf-ESTEEm



WHy NoT organize casual gatherings in coffee shops,restaurants or other places at Which individuals talk about death in a comfortable environment hosted by e.g. social Workers 
and chaplains?

DEATH cAfÉ

m.m. morTAl mEETING

lIfE x DEATH pop-up plAcE

DEATH DATE

ETc.



HEAlTH
health is not normal adjustment — anything 
but that. To be a “normal cultural person” is 
to be sick — whether one knows it or not. 

if health is not “cultural normality,” then it 
must refer to something else, must point 
beyond our usual situation, our habitual 
ideas. mental health, in a word, is not 
typical, but ideal-typical. it is something far 
beyond us, something to be achieved, 
striven for, something that leads us beyond 

H E A l T H
ourselves. The healthy person, the true 
individuals, the self-realized soul, the real 
person is the one who has transcended 
her- or himself.

what is the ideal for mental health, then? 
a lived, compelling illusion that does not lie 
about life, death, and reality; one honest 
enough to follow its own commandments: 
not to kill, not to take the lives of others to 
justify itself. 



only the creative person can do this to some extent, by 

using her / his work as a justification for her / his existence. 

But even the creative type should ideally sur render to higher 

powers than her- / himself. The creative person takes her 

/ his transference projections back into her- / himself. one 

reason for her / his creativity is that s/he sees the world 

on her / his own terms and relies on her- / himself. But this 

leads to a dangerous kind of megalomania because the 

individual becomes too full with her / his own meanings. 

We need some kind of resolution in a new and greater 

dependency — ideally, a freely chosen dependency.  

What is the cost of the denial of 

absolute transcendence, of the attempt 

to fabricate one’s oWn religion? 

When We fail to draW the poWers of our 
existence from the highest source, What is the 

cost to ourselves and those around us? 

is the individual able at all to 

affirm and accept her- / himself 

from her- / himself?



The idea that death is taboo in modern culture or the 
idea that we are now witnessing the end of the death 
taboo fail both to deal with the complex ways in which 
death is invisible and highly visible in modern culture. 

While in the affluent cultures of the West death 
has become less visible, due to the decline in death 
rates and our new prudery around death, we are still 
exposed to death every day through the media. 

Despite the fact that there has not yet been a 
world war since 1945 we all live under the abstract 
threat of nuclear destruction, which threatens the 
survival of humanity. also, advances in science may 
have reduced the risk of early death in the West but 
we still experience acute anxieties about ecological 
catastrophe, the emergence of new and untreatable 
epidemic diseases and the effects of pollution and 
waste on our environment. 

in modern culture death is not simply invisible or 
taboo but bound up with new structures that expose 
us to death.

While it may be true that death has become 
invisible in certain ways in contemporary Western 
culture we also have to account for the reality and 
visibility of the threat of death on an industrial scale. 
after the holocaust and during a century of genocides 
and mass exterminations, from cambodia to rwanda, 
it is difficult to claim that death is now ‘invisible’ or 
‘forbidden’. instead our exposure to death takes the 
form of being exposed to the possibility of death 
organised politically, through bureaucratic planning 
and governmental intervention. not only that but there 
are the more banal ways in which we are exposed to 
death, such as through the car crash. 



take life SErIouS

Taking life ser iously means 
something such as this: 

that whatever we do 
on this planet has to be 
done in the lived truth 
of the terror of creation, 
of the grotesque, of the 
rumble of panic under-
neath everything. 

otherwise it is false. 

Whatever is achieved must 
be achieved from within 
the subjective energies of 
creatures, without deaden-
ing, with the full exercise of 
passion, of vision, of pain, 
of fear, and of sorrow. 



how do we get rid of the power to mystify? 
The talents and the processes of mesmeriza tion and 
mystification have to be exposed. Which is another way 
of saying that we have to work against both structural 
and psycho logical unfreedom in society. The task would 
be to expose both of these dimensions. 

how do we create new myths?
We need the boldest creative myths, not only to urge 
us on but also and perhaps especially to help us
see the reality of our condition. We have to be as 
hard-headed as possible about reality and possibility. 
from this point of view we can see that the therapeutic 
revolution raises two great problems. The first is how 
mature, critical, and sober these new liberated people 
will be. how much have they pushed in the direction 
of genuine freedom; how much have they avoided the 
real world and its problems, their own bitter paradoxes; 
how much have they hedged on their liberation by still 
holding on to others, to illusions, or to certainties? 

& mySTIfy



TWo ApproAcHES 

WITH DEATH

fIrST, WE cAN bEcomE morE 
AWArE AND AccEpTING of THE 
rEAlITy of our morTAlITy.

SEcoND, WE cAN STrENGHTEN our 
SENSE of DEATH TrANScENDENcE 

IN NoNDESTrucTIvE WAyS. 



morTAl
rEmINDErS
we can learn a lot 
from Japanese thoughts & aesthetics when it comes to the acceptance of mortality and the 

design of everyday life.

侘寂

物の哀れ

wAbi-sAbi

Three of the most obvious lessons gleaned from millenia of contact with nature were incorporated into the wisdom of wabi-sabi. 

1. all things are impermanent.2. all things are imperfect. 3. all things are incomplete.

Wabi-sabi is an acceptance of the inevitalbe. it is an aesthetic appreciation of the evanescence of life. The luxuriant tree of summer is now only withered branchesunder a winter sky. all that remains of a splendid mansion is a crumbled foundation overgrown with weeds and moss. Wabi-sabi images force us to contemplate our own mortality, and they evoke an existential loneliness and tender sadness. They also stir a mingled bittersweet comfort, since we know all existence shares the same fate.

mono no AwAre

literally "the pathos of things", and also translat-ed as "an empathy toward things", or "a sensitivity to ephemera", is a 
Japanese term for the awareness of imperma-nence, or transience of things, and both a transient gentle sadness at their passing as well as a 

longer, deeper gentle 
sadness about this state being the reality of life.



DEATH 
AND
poWEr

spaces in Which We are ex-
posed to death are also 
SpAcES of poWEr. We 
must understand the NA-
TurE of modern poWer to 
understand the nature of 
modern death. 

one space of our exposure to death, Which 
seems to characterise modern death in 
particular, is the hospital room. just 
think about the debates on life-support 
and transplant technology to raise the 
problems of hoW We decide on the time 
of death. instead of seeing modern death 
being the result of the medicalisation of 
death We propose that medicine takes over 
the poWer to decide on life and death that 
had been the domain of the head of state. 
doctors are in competition With other 
figures, such as laWyers, priests, philos-
ophers and the relatives of the ill, for 
the poWer to decide on life and death. 

the poWer over life and death is sovereign 
poWer, and sovereign poWer is exercised 
through a particular form of SpAcE. 

poWer today is not about the relationship betWeen the sover-
eign and his or her subjects but about the multiple effects of 
poWer that constitute different types of subject. these neW 
forms of poWer are molecular and local; they do not exist 
in one space of poWer but range across different spaces of 
poWer, each With their oWn unique features. 



pedestAl for heroes

"i mAde my mArk" pAinting 

deAth column

I
WAS
HErE

what about art that 
knows about and 
deals with our 
denial of death?

you may say that death 
has always been a 
sujet of art. but why 
not make it more 
transparent? 

critical or non-critical? Aesthetic or conceptual? 
material or dematerialized? so many options. 
death is profane & banal. why not produce art 
which reflects that fact?

DEATH

AWArE

ArT
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antiquity, thelogians and 

philosophers have emphasized the im-
portance of accepting our mortality as a means 

to diminish the destructive effects of unconsious 
death fears and to enhance appreciation of everyday 

life. many approaches to facing death head on have been 
practiced in different times and places. medieval monks kept 
a human skull on their desks. tibetan lamas used a cere-
monial boWl made from a human skull to remind them fo 

the impermanence of life. eastern and Western sages 
slept near or in their coffins for the same purpose. 

"hoW-to" manuals, such as the bardo thodol 
and artes moriendi have also been 

commonly      employed.



the easy place provides psychological security but 
takes a terrible toll on those victimized by angry 
and self-righteous crusades to rid the World of 
evil. the hard place yields perhaps a more compas-
sionate vieW of the World but is less effective at 
buffering death anxiety. somehoW We need to fash-
ion WorldvieWs that yield psychological security, 
like the easy place, but also promote tolerance 
and acceptance of ambiguity, like the hard place. 

2 WorlD-vIEWS
the eAsy plAce

a black- and white scheme of 
things, with explicit prescrip-
tions for attaining literal and 
symbolic immortality. unfortu-
nately, many people who sub-
scribe to easy place views fer-
vently proclaim their beliefs to 
be absolute truth, and they in-
sist that they can unambiguous-
ly differentiate between good 
and evil. „isms“ - fundamental-
ism, fascism, communism, and 
some forms of free-market cap-
italism - are easy place views. 
The fundamental problem with 
all „isms“ is confusing their way 
with The Way. Because easy 
place worldviews provide clear 
and simple bases of meaning, 
self-worth, and immortality, they 
afford seductive psychological 
security for those who sustain 
faith in, and feel valued within, 
them. The easy place worldview 
tends to foster an us vs. Them 
tribal mentality that breeds ha-
tred and inflames intergroup 
conflicts.

the hArd plAce
conceptions of life that accept 
ambiguity and acknowledge 
that all beliefs are held with 
some measure of uncertainty. 
hard place worldviews are mal-
leable. although adherents of 
the hard place take their beliefs 
and values seriously, they are 
open to other ideas and refuse 
to claim sole ownership of the 
truth. They recognize that right 
and wrong, and good and evil, 
cannot always be disentangled. 
consequently, they tend to be 
more tolerant of those who are 
different. The hard place means 
accepting that meaning and val-
ues are human creations.



We are not so much exposed to the reality of death but to the 
image of the reality of death, and this image may well be the 
reality of death today. 

This is the problem that confronted (post)modern art. While it 
constantly tried to provide us with a direct experience of the 
real, through transgressive death or through bodily suffering 
(cosmetic surgery, scarification, blood letting, s&m, etc.), it 
only ever provided us with more images. in fact, the passion 
for the real in (post)modern art might have been a symptom of 
its attempt to escape from the hold of images. 

(Post)modern artists have often tried to produce works that 
present violence literally. They proceeded to ‘aktionen’ and 
happenings with real events, that may be tasted, smelt, seen, 
heard and touched. This was the breakthrough to reality’. it is 
also a breakthrough to reality that challenges the limits of 
artistic forms and exhibition spaces. 

But, again, they turn into images; even breaking out of the 
studio or gallery and into public space is not enough, as these 
ceremonies still remain spectacles. 

THE rEAlITy of DEATH 
or THE ImAGE of 
THE rEAlITy of DEATH
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THE rEAlITy of DEATH
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real, through transgressive death or through bodily suffering 
(cosmetic surgery, scarification, blood letting, s&m, etc.), it 
only ever provided us with more images. in fact, the passion 
for the real in (post)modern art might have been a symptom of 
its attempt to escape from the hold of images. 

(Post)modern artists have often tried to produce works that 
present violence literally. They proceeded to ‘aktionen’ and 
happenings with real events, that may be tasted, smelt, seen, 
heard and touched. This was the breakthrough to reality. it is 
also a breakthrough to reality that challenges the limits of 
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But, again, they turn into images; even breaking out of the 
studio or gallery and into public space is not enough, as these 
ceremonies still remain spectacles. 



if we are exposed to death then we 
cannot avoid the question of death 
itself or take shelter in the desire to 
give a meaning to death. 

instead, death appears as some-
thing that resists being treated as 
either meaningful or meaningless. 
in thinking through the culture of 
death in terms of our being exposed 
to death, new paths open for critical 
analysis and thinking. 

We should consider more generally 
how we might go about approaching 
death. in particular it is important to 
resist simply becoming fascinated 
by death. 

our ongoing fascination with death 
is something to be analysed rather 
than celebrated.

DoN’T 
GET 
fAScINATED 
by 
DEATH



we humans have a pretty good track 
record of solving seemingly intractable 

problems once we understand their 
underlying basis. infectious diseases 

exterminated millions of people until we 
figured out that illness was caused by 

germs, not by evil spirits. this led to the 
discovery of antibiotics and the practice 
of modern medicine. perhaps, once we 

fully recognize the central role that 
mortal terror plays in persistent strife, 
human ingenuity can also find ways of 

counteracting the destructive potential 
our fears can, and do, unleash.

HopE



thE End





notES

All texts are taken without permission from these highly 
recommendable books. While Ernest Becker laid the groundwork 

in regards to our denial of death and proposed links, 
Sheldon Solomon, Jeff greenberg and tom Pyszczynski 

demonstrate Beckers ś theories empirically with their terror 
management theory. thank you.

thE dEniAL of dEAth 
by Ernest Becker 

(new York: free Press, 1973)

ESCAPE from EviL 
by Ernest Becker

(new York: free Press, 1975)

thE Worm At thE CorE 
by S. Solomon, J. greenberg & t. Pyszczynski

(new York: random house, 2015)

thE CULtUrE of dEAth
by Benjamin noys

(new York: Berg Publishers, 2005)

ArE WE hUmAn?
by Beatriz Colomina & mark Wigley
(Zürich: Lars müller Publishers, 2016)
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