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One of the often noted characteristics of the book of Qohelet is its seemingly inescapable
obsession with human mortality. While Roland Murphy can say that Proverbs “had as its single
purpose the securing of life,”1 James Crenshaw has famously characterized the book of Qohelet as
existing “in the shadow of death.”2 While Proverbs expresses confidence that “in the paths of
wisdom there is no death” (Prov 12:28), Qohelet can only focus on the inevitability of death,
which he believes encounters everyone on equal terms and negates the significance of one’s life.
This transformation in attitudes between Proverbs and Qohelet clearly indicates some sort of
transition taking place in the worldview of Hebrew wisdom literature, but the nature of that
transition remains unclear. As Jack T. Sanders asks: “Why [Qohelet’s] emphasis on death as
unfortunate, when the earlier wisdom tradition--and basically all of older Israelite tradition--had
been content to accept death as inevitable and to emphasize the quality of life in the here and
now? Why has death become a tragedy, even when it comes at the end of a long and successful
and happy life?”3 In what follows, I will attempt to offer fresh insights into this question through
an engagement with Terror Management Theory, a branch of experimental social psychology.
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Terror Management Theory builds on the work of Ernest Becker, particularly as put forth
in his Birth and Death of Meaning and The Denial of Death.4 The theory suggests that the
natural state of humankind is a constant and terrifying awareness of our own impending mortality
(which is the “terror” in “terror management’) brought about by the development of selfconsciousness. The theory proposes that this predisposition to death anxiety arose evolutionarily
as humans developed the capacity to anticipate the future in order to cooperate in the hunting of
larger game. The development of self awareness in this regard led to the concomitant awareness
of the possibility of one’s own death.5 TMT suggests that such unmediated awareness of
impending mortality produced a psychologically untenable state that demanded to be overcome. A
creature as helpless as humankind did not stand much chance of survival if constantly debilitated
by his own fear of death.6
Terror Management Theory proposes that humankind overcame this fear of death at least
in part through the construction of cultural worldviews, which function as buffers against death
anxiety. As Pyszczynski, Solomon, and Greenberg--the three central proponents of TMT--state it:
“Cultural worldviews consist of humanly constructed beliefs about the nature of reality that are
shared by individuals in a group that function to mitigate the horror and blunt dread caused by the
knowledge of the reality of the human condition, that we all die.”7 Successful cultural worldviews
allow people to control death anxiety “by convincing them that they are beings of enduring
significance living in a meaningful reality.”8 According to the theory, a successful cultural
worldview provides its adherents with the sense that the world is characterized by order, stability,
meaning, and permanence. Further, it gives the individuals living within the culture a set of
prescribed values by which they can perceive themselves as valuable members of society. The
specific values are, of course, determined by the particular cultures in question. As Pyszczynski
puts it
Pastoral herders derive feelings of self-worth by the number of cattle in their possession;
traditional Japanese women by their gracious hospitality; Samurai warriors by their
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courage and ferocity; American males by the size of their penises and bank accounts;
American women by the extent to which their figure approximates the shape of a piece of
linguini.9
To the extent that a person is able to succeed in living up to the values prescribed by his cultural
worldview, he is able to perceive himself as a person of significance in a world of meaning. In this
way, cultural worldviews enable us to “deny that we are merely transient material organisms
clinging to a clump of dirt in a purposeless universe fated only to die and decay. Instead, we live
out our time on earth believing we are eternally significant contributors to a meaningful reality.”10
Terror Management Theory provides us with a framework from which to examine both
Proverbs and Qohelet as symbolic worldviews and to consider their effectiveness as buffers
against death anxiety in the sense described by TMT. First, Proverbs. For present purposes I will
focus on Proverbs 10-29, commonly understood to be the earliest part of the book, most likely
stemming from the period of the monarchy in ancient Israel.11 Proverbs 10-29 constructs a
cosmos so ordered and predictable that some scholars have gone so far as to suggest that it
envisions a great world order in which the universe is essentially “self-righting.” Klaus Koch, for
one, argued that in the worldview of Proverbs each action carries within itself its own
consequence--the so called Tun-Ergehen Zusammenhang, or act-consequence relationship. While
Koch’s formulation of the act-consequence nexus has subsequently been abandoned by most
scholars, it nonetheless points to an expectation on the part of Proverbs 10-29 that certain actions
will have predictable (if not guaranteed) outcomes:
Assuredly the wicked will not be unpunished
But the righteous ones will go free. (Prov 11:21)
No trouble befalls the righteous
But the wicked get their fill of evil. (Prov 12:21)
Second, Terror Management Theory suggests that a successful worldview offers its
adherents a set of cultural values by which to measure their own value or significance. Proverbs
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10-29 holds out to its adherents the possibility of being “righteous” or “wise” as the highest form
of being. It promotes certain values, such as receptivity to learning, emotional composure,
shrewdness, honesty, justice, uprightness, and compassion.12 The person who is able to live
according to these values is able to count himself among the “righteous” and therefore as living on
the positive side of the act-consequence relationship.
It thus seems clear that Proverbs 10-29 meets the first two criteria of an anxiety buffering
worldview, but according to Terror Management Theory such a worldview needs to supply its
adherents with a sense of “eternal significance.” In other words, to the extent that Proverbs 10-29
functions as a buffer against death anxiety, we should expect that it offers its adherents the
possibility of transcending death. Of course, the consensus position in biblical scholarship holds
that for the book of Proverbs the life of the righteous does not transcend death, but rather that
death claims the wise and the fool alike. As Samuel Adams states it, the authors of Proverbs “do
not allow for a blessed afterlife, but only for the shadows of Sheol.”13
In my view, this conclusion that Proverbs views death as a complete termination of life for
both the righteous and the wicked is grounded in an inadequate sense of what “death
transcendence” means. Surely it is the case that Proverbs does not envision a literal life after
death in the sense of a resurrection or an immortal soul or a “blessed afterlife.” But this doe not
mean that Proverbs views death as something that cannot be transcended. Here, Terror
Management Theory helps us by pointing to the possibility of symbolic immortalities--modes of
death transcendence that do not require a belief in a literal life after death.
The most extensive and widely accepted discussion of symbolic immortalities is that of
Robert Jay Lifton, who argues that “immortality” in this sense involves the continued connection
of the individual with some system of permanence greater than the self. Heuristically, Lifton
divides symbolic immortalities into five modes: (1) The biological mode, in which a person’s
connection to life is extended through her offspring. (2) The creative mode, in which a person is
survived by a physical achievement, such as a monument or work of art, or by his direct influence
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on other people, such as students, for a professor, or patients, for a doctor. (3) The natural mode,
in which it is a person’s connection to the permanence of the natural world that provides a sense
of immortality. (4) The religious mode, which involves connection to a deity or sacred realm, and
may include some sense of literal afterlife. (5) The transcendent mode, in which a person escapes
his corporeal nature through meditation, drug use, or some other out-of-body experience.14 Thus,
the idea that immortality can only take the form of a “blessed afterlife” is an unnecessarily limited
view of death transcendence, and one that is biased toward a Christian conception of life after
death.
When death transcendence is understood in the broader terms of Terror Management
Theory, then it becomes clear that Proverbs 10-29 in fact envisions different ultimate fates for the
wicked and for the righteous: death will terminate the wicked, but the righteous will live on in
various ways. Perhaps the clearest example of symbolic death transcendence in Proverbs is 10:7
The memory of the righteous (becomes) a blessing,
but the name of the wicked will rot.15
The first colon considers the “memory” ( )זכרof the righteous, which “becomes a blessing”
()לברכה. Those who continue living, whether they be the person’s biological descendants or
students, or simply those who witnessed the person’s righteous acts during his lifetime, carry the
deceased with them in their memories. This remembrance constitutes an extension of the life of
the individual beyond death; though he is dead, his memory lives on.16 It should also be noted that
the verse does not portray the continuity of the name merely as an act of passive recollection.
Rather, the memory itself continues to act in the world, as it is becomes “a blessing” ()לברכה.17
McKane, while rendering the Hebrew somewhat freely, captures the point clearly in his
translation: “The remembrance of a righteous man is a source of blessing.”18 That is, the memory
of the righteous is not only passively recalled by the living, but rather actively effects a blessing
upon them. The postmortem state of the wicked person is symbolized in 10:7b in quite the
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opposite fashion.19 In contrast to the memory ( )זכרof the righteous, which as we have seen
continues to be connected to the world of the living, the name ( )שםof the wicked rots away
()ירקב. The verb connotes the rotting of bones or the disintegration of wood and suggests that the
name of the wicked, like his body, is rotting away in the grave.20 When the wicked person dies,
his name and memory decompose together with his body. Symbolically, the righteous person
transcends physical death though the memories of others, while the wicked person is utterly
annihilated upon his demise; it is as though he had never existed.21
In Lifton’s categorization of symbolic immortalities, the survival of a person’s memory
represents death transcendence in the creative mode. Proverbs 10-29 also symbolizes the
righteous as transcending death in the biological mode, through the survival of one’s progeny.
For example, Prov 14:11,contrasts the family line of the wicked ( )רשעיםwith that of the upright
( )ישריםflourish:
בית רשעים ישמד ואהל ישרים יפריח
The house of the wicked will be wiped out
but the tent of the upright will bloom.
“House” ( )ביתand “tent” ( )אהלare metonymies for the family line, so that the proverb should be
understood to contrast the futures of the family lines of the upright and the wicked.22 According
to the first colon, the house ( )ביתof the wicked will be “wiped out” ()ישמד, an expression which
elsewhere connotes violent and total extermination.23 The family of the wicked (that is, their
descendants) will be wiped off the face of the earth. The descendants of the upright, in contrast,
are said to “bloom” ()יפריח, a metaphor that expresses the full virility and vitality of the family line
of the upright.24 Unlike the biological line of the wicked, which is barren, the family line of the
righteous continues in full flower.
While we could identify other examples of death transcendence for the righteous in
Proverbs 10-29, for now these two will suffice. Far from viewing death as a fate encounters the
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righteous and the wicked equally, Proverbs 10-29 envisions the righteous as transcending death
through family and memory while only the wicked experience death as an utter annihilation. In the
terms of TMT, Proverbs provides its adherents with a sense of “enduring significance” that
renders death less potent. This attitude toward death can be seen in a number of Proverbs, such as
11:19:
Surely righteousness (leads) to life
but the ones who pursue wickedness (go) to death. (11:19)
or Prov 12:28
In the path of righteousness is life,
and in the way of its path there is no death.25
In the terminology of Terror Management Theory, Proverbs 10-29 successfully construes its
adherents as “eternally significant contributors to a meaningful reality.” It successfully buffers its
adherents against death anxiety, such that we scarcely encounter any such anxiety expressed
anywhere in the text.
Now we can turn our attention to Qohelet, where death anxiety is rampant. However, the
death anxiety present in the book of Qohelet can be properly understood only in light of Qohelet’s
central quest, which is to discover some vitalizing symbol that will allow him to imagine his life as
having death-transcending significance. He expresses the question in terms of יתרון, a term most
likely drawn from the economic language of the day, but undoubtedly employed to raise the
question of the “enduring significance” of human life:
What profit does a man have in all his toil which he toils under the sun? (1:3)
In my view, Leo Perdue sees correctly when he argues that “Qoheleth desires to find something
that endures beyond the limited lifespan of a human being, something that would enable one to
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live beyond the grave, at least in human memory. Thus yitrôn in Qoheleth intimates ‘continuation’
or ‘endurance.’”26 In the terminology of Terror Management Theory, Qohelet seeks some means
of symbolic death transcendence.27
The relationship between Qohelet’s quest for “enduring significance” and his attitude
toward death can be clearly seen through an examination of the three central passages of the book
related to the מקרה, or “fate,” of humankind. The first reflection on the  מקרהof humankind
appears in 2:14-16, closely following Qohelet’s reflection on the failure of the creative mode of
death transcendence (2:1-12). Qohelet despairs that there is no difference between the wise and
the fool when it comes to death, in contrast to what his wisdom tradition had promised:
The wise person has eyes in his head, but the fool walks in darkness,
but I also28 know that the same fate befalls both of them.29
And I said in my heart: just like the fate of the fool, so it will happen to me.
And why then have I been so very wise?
And I said in my heart that this too is hebel. (2:14-15)
According to traditional wisdom, the post-mortem fate of the wise and the fool should not be the
same, as we have seen in the discussion of Proverbs. Yet Qohelet denies the claims of symbolic
death transcendence in traditional wisdom: the wise do not in fact have an advantage over the
foolish. “Just like the fate ( )מקרהof the fool,” concludes Qohelet, “so it will happen to me.”30
It has become commonplace in scholarship to argue that in the book of Qohelet “מקרה
always connotes death.”31 However, this view lacks nuance in that it fails to grasp the symbolic
nature of both death and death transcendence. For example, Crenshaw argues that Qohelet
“realizes that his teachers have overlooked the most important fact of all, a bond that unites villain
and hero, fool and sage. Qohelet announces his discovery in an emphatic manner: ‘Yet I also
know that a single happening will befall both of them.’”32 That Qohelet’s predecessors could have
“overlooked” death seems preposterous from the perspective of TMT, which identifies death
awareness as a fundamental human concern.
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Antoon Schoors argues that the sense of  מקרהin the context 2:14-15 is “expressly
suggested” in 2:16. He argues that “the same fate that will happen ( )יקרהto both wise and fool is
to be understood as death: ימות החכם עם־הכסיל.”33 However, Qohelet’s concern in this verse is not
merely that both the wise and the fool undergo physical death, which in any case seems inevitable,
but rather that “the wise will die just like the fool” ()ימות החכם עם־הכסיל. The reason Qohelet gives
for this claim is that “there is no enduring memory for the wise along with the fool” (אין זכרון לחכם
 )עם־הכסיל לעולםand that “already in the coming days they both will be forgotten” (בשכבר הימים
)הבאים הכל נשכח. What Qohelet bemoans here is not merely physical death, but rather the fact that
both the wise and fool will die and be forgotten. That is, the  מקרה אחדto which Qohelet refers in
2:14-15 is death as a total severance of all connections to life, in this case due to the failure of
memory.
Notably, Qohelet’s conclusion comes shortly after an extended exploration of the creative
connection of immortality, which he undertakes in the guise of Solomon (2:4-11). In that text,
Qohelet explores the possibility that one can symbolically transcend death through great wisdom
or great achievements, finally concluding that “there is no  יתרוןunder the sun” (2:11). It should
clarified that Qohelet does not determine that his building projects and other endeavors produce
no  יתרוןbecause death is inescapable, as some interpreters would have it. Crenshaw, for instance,
wrongly concludes that “the threat of death rendered every conceivable bonus in life utterly
meaningless” for Qohelet.34 The structure of Qohelet’s argument suggests that precisely the
opposite is true: the failure to achieve any ( יתרוןas promised him by his inherited worldview) has
rendered the prospect of death utterly threatening.35 As a result, Qohelet concludes that he “hates
life” ( )שנאתי חייםand that “everything is vapor and chasing after the wind” (;הכל הבל ורעות רוח
2:17).
In terms of Terror Management Theory the structure of the passage can be understood as
follows: (1) the traditional worldview fails to provide Qohelet with symbolic means of death
transcendence in the Solomonic fiction ( ;יתרון2:1-11), (2) bringing him face-to-face with an
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unbuffered awareness that death is a complete termination of the self (2:14-16), (3) causing
Qohelet to hate the life he now perceives as meaningless and fleeting (2:17). The failure of
symbolic structures of meaning leads to increased despair over death, and not the other way
around.
In the following chapter, Qohelet again contemplates the nature of death, this time
comparing humankind to animals. Whereas Qohelet had previously suggested in 2:12-17 that
there is no distinction in the post-mortem states of the wise and the foolish, here he goes a step
further to conclude that humans and animals are alike in death. When Qohelet concludes that “just
like the death of this one, so is the death of that one” ( ;כמות זה כן מות זה3:19) he does not simply
mean that both humans and animals physically die, which would be a rather unremarkable
observation. Rather, Qohelet is troubled by the idea that humankind has no advantage over
animals when it comes to transcending death ( ;ומותר האדם מן־הבהמה אין3:19). Qohelet reaches this
conclusion based on his observations concerning the relationship of human work to God’s work in
3:1-11. Because God has place  עלםin the human heart to obscure their understanding of “what
God has done from beginning to end” ( ;אשר־עשה האלהים מראש ועד־סוף3:11), human efforts can be
nothing more than “preoccupations” ( ;ענין3:10) that provide no ultimate “advantage” (;יתרון
3:9).Thus, it is once again the observation that human life produces no net gain that evokes
Qohelet’s conclusion that death is an utter annihilation, and not the other way around. Death does
not nullify the gains of life; rather, the failure of the possibility of death transcendence amplifies
anxiety about death.
The magnitude of the collapse of Qohelet’s symbolic buffers against mortality is further
suggested by his equation of human death with that of animals. Ernest Becker argued that cultural
worldviews have their roots in humankind’s attempt to differentiate itself from other animals,
particularly as concerns mortality.36 Recent research in TMT confirms that people faced with
reminders of death attempt to distance themselves from their animal nature, responding with
heightened degrees of disgust to their own bodily functions, as well as to animals in general.37
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The researchers conclude that “distinguishing ourselves from animals may be an important
component of the way in which most, if not all, worldviews protect humans from anxiety
associated with the awareness of death.”38 Qohelet’s conclusion that humankind is no different
than animals suggests a total collapse of the anxiety-buffering symbolism of traditional wisdom.
Finally, the collapse of Qohelet’s culturally constructed buffer against mortality salience is
also evident in the observations of Qoh 8:16-9:3, which functions as a summary of Qohelet’s
perspective on life and death. In this text, Qohelet’s reflections on death once again proceed from
his observations that humankind cannot understand the work that God does in the world. Since
people are disconnected from God, who is inscrutable, and from the cosmos, in which they cannot
participate in any meaningful way, they are unable to connect to any system of meaning larger
than themselves, again rendering death an utter disconnection from life.
This passage is often misconstrued to suggest that Qohelet’s concern is about either the
universality of death or the fact that righteous people sometimes die earlier than they ought. For
instance, according to Michael Fox Qohelet “remarks on an injustice that befalls all: death. Equal
fates for unequal persons is an absurdity from which not even the fortunate are exempt. Qohelet
alone in the Bible complains about the universality of death.”39 As my analysis has attempted to
show, Fox is only partially correct in his assessment of Qohelet. While it is true that Qohelet is
troubled by equal fates befalling unequal persons, it is not the case that the common fate that
concerns him is the universality of death. Rather, Qohelet complains that death universally
terminates all connections to life for both the righteous and the wicked.
Thus, death is not the central problem in the book of Qohelet any more so than it was in
Proverbs. There is no difference in the death that so troubles Qohelet and the death that hardly
gives pause to the sages of Proverbs 10-29, who boldly claimed that in the paths of wisdom “there
is no death” ( ’ֲֳאל מותProv 12:28). Death is as it always was. Rather, the central issue in the book
of Qohelet is the collapse of the cultural worldview that buffered those earlier sages against the
finality of death by rendering them persons of significance in a meaningful universe whose lives in
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some manner transcend death. Whereas that worldview succeeded for the sages of Proverbs, it
has failed Qohelet abjectly.
But what would cause the cultural worldivew that buffered the sages of Proverbs against
death anxiety to collapse in the case of Qohelet? Here again, Terror Management Theory may
point us toward an answer. One set of experiments has particular relevance for the present
discussion. Terror Management Theory proposes that a successful cultural worldview buffers its
adherents against death anxiety. One may test this theory by weakening the worldviews of study
participants and then measuring their levels of subconscious death anxiety. In a series of
experiments, Schimel et al. tested this hypothesis, demonstrating that exposing individuals to
challenges to their own worldview does in fact result in increased accessibility of death-related
thoughts.40 In the study, a group of Canadian participants read an article derogating either
Canadian values (the test group) or Australian values (the control group). Participants then
completed a word-fragment completion test that could be answered with either death-related or
non-death-related words.For example, the fragment “COFF _ _” could be completed as either
“COFFEE” or “COFFIN.” The results showed that death-related thought-completions were
significantly higher for Canadians who viewed the anti-Canadian article than for those who
viewed the anti-Australian article.41 This result suggested that the worldview does indeed buffer
against death anxiety and that the weakening of the worldview raises death anxiety closer to
consciousness.As Schimel interprets the significance of his findings:
[E]very now and again, cherished values and beliefs are brought into question, causing
absolute faith in people’s views of reality to wane. When this happens, people’s
fundamental beliefs need to be fortified and safeguarded or else goal-directed action may,
over time, bog down with chronic thoughts and concerns about human mortality.42
According to Robert Jay Lifton such challenges to cherished values and beliefs eventually lead
every cultural worldview to the point of collapse in circumstances in which “[historical change] is
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too rapid and extreme to be readily absorbed.”43 According to Lifton, “major turning points in
human history involve fundamental alterations or recombinations of these modes [of symbolic
death transcendence].”44 Worldviews that are unable to adapt rapidly enough, however,
eventually collapse, a process that Lifton refers to as “historical desymbolization”45 or “historical
dislocation.”46
My analysis has suggested that the book of Qohelet represents a desymbolization of the
anxiety buffering worldview of traditional Israelite wisdom. The modes of symbolic immortality
that functioned effectively in the earlier tradition have become impaired, leaving Qohelet with the
conclusion that life produces no “net gain” and thus that death proves to be a complete
annihilation of both the righteous and the wicked. This position is entirely consistent with
Lifton’s argument that such desymbolizations take place during periods of large scale historical
dislocation.
Most scholars date the book of Qohelet to the Ptolemaic Period, which was by all
accounts a period of rapid cultural and socioeconomic transition.47 Economically, international
trade increased dramatically in the Ptolemaic Period, including contact with Egypt and Arabia as
well as the Aegean and western Asia minor.48The robust international trade of the period
undoubtedly brought the Jews into contact with the worldviews of other cultures, exposing them
to worldviews alternative to their own.49 Economic changes also threatened to undermine old
ideas about how to achieve success. Under the Ptolemies, positions of influence were given to
those who could derive the most tax revenue from the people, as was the case with the Tobiad
Joseph.50 There was possibility of great financial gain during this period, but also the threat
impoverishment, if one’s fortune turned.The traditional systems for transferring land and wealth
from one generation to the next within a family were upended, and, as a result, traditional
wisdom’s advice on how to be successful became less relevant, as it was based on unstable
assumptions about the social structure. Other religious and intellectual crosscurrents are also
notable in Ptolemaic period Palestine. Jewish apocalypticism was on the rise during this period,
and ideas about the possibility of literal immortality began to be entertained in various quarters.
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Terror Management Theory helps us account for how this rapid social and economic flux
may have evoked the death anxiety so readily apparent in Qohelet. The transitions of the
Ptolemaic Period called into question the efficacy of the traditional worldview of Israelite Wisdom
which, in the context of monarchical Israel, had given its adherents a sense that they were “beings
of enduring significance living in a meaningful reality” and thus successfully buffered against death
anxiety. In the transition to the Ptolemaic Period, this traditional worldview desymbolized in the
face of overwhelming economic and cultural changes that threatened the efficacy of the
worldview. The book of Qohelet reflects this desymbolized worldivew, in which there is no
symbol system to show him how his existence has meaning or how his life transcends death. Thus,
the death anxiety that should be buffered by the worldview rises to the fore, threatening to
overwhelm Qohelet with the terror of death.
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Westminster, 1970), 225.
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