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Abstract: Terror management theory is focused on the role that awareness of death plays in diverse
aspects of life. Here, we discuss the theory’s implications for understanding the widely varying ways in
which people have responded to the COVID-19 pandemic. We argue that regardless of whether one
consciously believes that the virus is a major threat to life or only a minor inconvenience, fear of death
plays an important role in driving one’s attitudes and behavior related to the virus. We focus on the
terror management theory distinction between proximal defenses, which are activated when thoughts
of death are in current focal attention and are logically related to the threat at hand, and distal
defenses, which are activated when thoughts of death are on the fringes of one’s consciousness and
entail the pursuit of meaning, personal value, and close relationships. We use this framework to
discuss the many ways in which COVID-19 undermines psychological equanimity, the diverse ways
people have responded to this threat, and the role of ineffective terror management in psychological
distress and disorder that may emerge in response to the virus.

Excerpt: The pandemic has also undermined distal defenses by hampering or elimi-nating the anxiety-
buffering outlets that people typically rely on to believe that they are valuable contributors to a
meaningful world. When people lose their jobs and cannot pursue their financial, educational, and
career goals, they are losing important sources of self-esteem. Social relationships, which play such a
major role in managing death fears, have also been hampered by the lockdown and social distancing
measures. Single people looking for a potential life partner have largely had to put this pursuit on hold.
COVID-19-related stress resulting from all of these aspects of the pandemic is associated with lower
levels of meaning in life and life satisfaction (Trzebi?ski et al., 2020). Inadequate distal defenses are
likely to affect the need for proximal defenses and vice versa. Increased death awareness associated
with the threat of COVID-19 is difficult to successfully manage because COVID-19 has undermined
access to many aspects of people’s anxiety buffers; compro-mised anxiety buffers leave people
vulnerable to experiencing higher levels of death anxiety than usual.
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"Disobedience is the true foundation of liberty. The obedient must be slaves." ~Henry David Thoreau
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"Truth has to be repeated constantly, because Error also is being preached all the time, and not just by a few, but by the multitude. In the Press and 
Encyclopaedias, in Schools and Universities, everywhere Error holds sway, feeling happy and comfortable in the knowledge of having Majority on its 

side." ~Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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