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Abstract. People routinely care about what happens to their bodies after death, even though
a dead body can't feel or experience anything. This raises a puzzle for accounts of human
behavior that assume decisions are made based on future experience. This essay argues that
concern for the postmortem body reflects two separate but related features of human
psychology. First, Terror Management Theory holds that awareness of mortality drives
people to build symbolic systems of meaning that can outlast biological death, and the body
serves as one of the most direct anchors for that symbolic continuity — a claim supported
by empirical work on mortality salience and by studies of end-of-life preferences. Second,
research on self-projection suggests that humans cannot easily imagine a future scene
without placing themselves inside it, which makes genuine non-existence difficult to picture
even when it is intellectually understood. The essay considers a possible counterexample —
strict materialists who donate their bodies or reject conventional burial — and argues that
these cases still express identity rather than escape it. Taken together, motivational and
cognitive explanations offer a fuller account of why concern for the body persists beyond
death than either can provide alone.
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1. Introduction

We like to think of ourselves as rational. If rationality means basing decisions on our future
experiences, then caring about our bodies after death is a strange thing to do. Once we're dead,
there's no pain, no pleasure, nothing left to feel. And yet almost every culture on record has rituals,
rules, and taboos built around what happens to a corpse.

Terror Management Theory offers one explanation: awareness of death pushes people to build
meaning that outlasts biological life. There's a second, quieter explanation: one rooted in the
mechanics of human thought rather than in fear. We may simply be bad at imagining ourselves as
absent from the future. That difficulty could be part of why people go on treating their bodies as
"theirs" even after death.
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2. Terror Management Theory

Terror Management Theory (TMT), developed by Greenberg, Pyszczynski, and Solomon, [1] starts
from a simple observation: humans know they're going to die, and few other creatures seem to carry
that knowledge around with them. Becker argued that this awareness produces existential anxiety,
and that people cope by building systems of meaning: religion, cultural achievement, lasting
influence that offer a kind of symbolic immortality [2].

These systems let people believe that something of them survives. That "something" can come
through achievements, relationships, beliefs, or contributions to a community. But the body occupies
a different category. It isn't an abstract legacy; it's the physical thing through which a person actually
lived.

Phenomenologists like Merleau-Ponty pushed this further, arguing that the body isn't just an
object we happen to possess, it's the medium through which we experience anything at all [3]. On
this view, the body is tied to identity because human existence is always lived through a body, not
alongside one.

Fuchs makes a related point about dementia: even as cognitive abilities fade, a person can still be
recognized as themselves through their embodied presence [4]. Identity, in other words, doesn't
collapse the moment psychological continuity gets shaky — the body carries some of that weight.

So, it makes sense that the body would end up being the last physical stand-in for a person after
death. Decisions about burial, cremation, organ donation, or funeral arrangements give people a way
to exert some control over an event that, by definition, strips away all control. Choosing what
happens to your body lets you participate, symbolically, in how you'll be remembered.

Of course, people also plan for things they'll never live to see: how their property gets divided,
who runs their business. Maybe caring about the body after death is just another case of ordinary
future planning, nothing more. If that's the whole story, then existential fear isn't really doing any
work here. The concern for the postmortem body would just be a preference for control, like any
other.

But this misses something. A house or a bank account can be separated from someone's sense of
self pretty cleanly. What happens to those things later doesn't usually change how a person
understands who they are. The body doesn't work the same way. It's not just owned; it's the thing
through which a person is experienced and recognized by others.

You can see the difference in how societies punish violations. Ignore a will or mismanage an
estate, and it's treated as a legal dispute over property. Desecrate a corpse, and it's treated as a
serious moral and criminal offense, something closer to violence than to theft. Jones argues that
legal systems encode a real, shared belief that mistreating the dead is a distinct kind of wrong [5].
That distinction tells us something: societies don't treat a dead body as just another object. It still
carries the identity and dignity of the person who used to inhabit it.

Research on sacred values points to something similar. Tetlock argues that people treat certain
values as sacred, meaning they resist ordinary cost-benefit trade-offs, and that treating a sacred thing
as a mere commodity provokes real moral outrage [6]. Human remains seem to sit in that same
category: valued not for their material worth, but because they're bound up with identity. Autonomy
alone, then, doesn't fully explain the concern for the postmortem body. Something deeper is at work,
a psychological link between the body, identity, and the fear of disappearing altogether.
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3. Empirical support for Terror Management Theory

None of this is just armchair theorizing. Psychological research backs up the claim that reminders of
death shape human judgment in fairly specific ways. In a well-known study, Rosenblatt et al. asked
municipal court judges to set bond for a defendant charged with prostitution [7]. Some judges had
first been asked to reflect briefly on their own death; others hadn't. The judges primed to think about
mortality set much higher bonds than the control group.

That result suggests mortality reminders don't just create free-floating anxiety. They seem to
make people cling harder to the moral and cultural systems that give their lives order. When death is
on someone's mind, they may become more protective of the values that keep their world stable.
This connects directly to how people think about their own remains. If reminders of death push
people to defend symbolic systems more forcefully, they're probably also shaping how people think
about what happens to their own bodies once they're gone. The body is one of the most direct links
between physical existence and identity, which makes it a natural focal point for that kind of
defense.

There's more direct evidence too. Paiva et al. surveyed cancer patients in Brazil and looked at
what predicted preferences for burial versus cremation [8]. Religious belief and prior conversations
about death both tracked with different preferences for how remains should be handled.

Because the study is cross-sectional, it can't prove that mortality awareness causes these
preferences, only that the two move together. Still, it fits the broader picture: thinking about death
seems to shape how people relate to their future bodies. Taken together, these studies support the
idea that concern for the postmortem body is tangled up with how people respond to mortality more
generally.

4. Cognitive constraint

TMT explains why people are motivated to care about their remains. It doesn't fully explain why
that concern holds on so tightly even when someone knows, intellectually, that they won't be around
to experience anything.

To understand that, it helps to look at how people imagine the future in the first place. Humans
have a distinctive capacity: prospection, for mentally constructing events that haven't happened yet,
and for preparing emotionally for them in advance. Buckner and Carroll found that imagining the
future relies on much of the same cognitive machinery as thinking about the self [9]. When people
picture the future, they don't picture it from nowhere, they place themselves inside the scene. Future
thinking is, almost by default, self-involving.

That creates a real problem when the task is imagining your own death. We can say, intellectually,
"death means no more conscious experience." But actually picturing that state is hard, because
imagining anything usually requires someone doing the imagining. Bering's research adds another
layer here. Across several studies on beliefs about death, Bering found that people keep attributing
psychological states to the dead: thoughts, preferences, knowledge, even while knowing, on paper,
that the deceased has no working brain left [10]. Bering's explanation is that this is just how human
cognition normally works: we interpret other people through psychological concepts, and that habit
doesn't switch off just because the person in question has died. It's hard to fully strip the idea of a
mind out of how we think about someone who's gone [11].

That same tendency probably explains why people stay attached to their own future bodies. When
imagining what will happen to their remains, people likely can't help placing some trace of
themselves inside that imagined scene. The body becomes the anchor for this because it's the last
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physical point of contact between a person and the world. Think about someone deciding where they
want to be buried, or what should happen to their ashes. That's not just logistics. It's an expression of
values, identity, and a wish to hold onto some control at the very end.

So, the persistence of concern for the postmortem body probably comes from two directions at
once: TMT explains the motivation: the drive for continuity in the face of death, and research on
self-projection explains why complete non-existence is so hard to picture in the first place.

5. The strict materialist "exception"

One obvious challenge: what about people who seem to reject the importance of the postmortem
body altogether? Some donate their bodies to medical schools or research. Others ask for
unconventional disposal, letting their remains return to nature with no ceremony at all. These
choices look like proof that some people really can detach identity from body and treat the corpse as
nothing more than biological material.

If that's true, then the concern for the postmortem body isn't a cognitive limit at all, just a
psychological habit some people manage to shake off. But that reading may miss what's actually
going on. Even someone donating their body, or rejecting a traditional funeral, is still expressing
values they identify with. Someone who donates their body might picture themselves contributing to
medical progress. Someone who chooses a natural, no-frills burial might see it as an extension of
their beliefs about the environment and responsibility.

These choices don't show that people have escaped the link between body and identity, they show
a different way of holding onto meaning after death. The real difference isn't whether people care
what happens to their remains, but what kind of meaning they attach to it.

Even Diogenes fits this pattern. The ancient philosopher reportedly wanted his body left out,
unburied, after death — a gesture usually read as total indifference. But that rejection of convention
was itself a philosophical statement, a final act of rejecting social expectations. The treatment of his
body still carried meaning tied directly to who he was and what he believed.

So strict materialists don't really disprove the argument. If anything, they show that the struggle
to imagine a future without oneself can express itself in more than one way, including through the
apparent rejection of the body's importance.

6. Conclusion

At first glance, caring about the body after death looks irrational. A dead person can't feel anything,
so why care what happens next? But psychological research and philosophical analysis both point to
something deeper going on.

Terror Management Theory explains that awareness of mortality drives people to build meaning
that survives biological death — and the body matters here because it's one of the closest physical
links between a person and their identity.

Research on self-projection adds the other half of the picture: people imagine the future from
their own point of view almost by default. Because it's so hard to picture a future with no self in it at
all, people keep relating to their future bodies as if some connection still holds.

Concern for the postmortem body, then, isn't just irrational attachment to physical matter. It
reflects two basic features of how minds work: the drive to find meaning in the face of death, and
the sheer difficulty of imagining our own absence. The mind keeps trying to picture its own
disappearance, even though imagining anything requires a thinker to do the imagining. That
contradiction may be exactly why, even beyond the grave, we go on caring about what's left of us.



Proceedings	of	the	7th	International	Conference	on	Educational	Innovation	and	Psychological	Insights
DOI:	10.54254/2753-7048/2026.36302

133

References

[1] Greenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., & Solomon, S. (1986). The causes and consequences of a need for self-esteem: A
terror management theory. In R. F. Baumeister (Ed.), Public self and private self (pp. 189–212). Springer.

[2] Becker, E. (1973). The denial of death. Free Press.
[3] Merleau-Ponty, M. (2012). Phenomenology of perception. Routledge.
[4] Fuchs, T. (2020). Embodiment and personal identity in dementia. Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy, 23(4),

665–676.
[5] Jones, I. (2017). A grave offence: Corpse desecration and the criminal law. Legal Studies, 37(4), 599–620.
[6] Tetlock, P. E. (2003). Thinking the unthinkable: Sacred values and taboo cognitions. Trends in Cognitive Sciences,

7(7), 320–324.
[7] Rosenblatt, A., et al. (1989). Evidence for terror management theory: I. The effects of mortality salience on

reactions to those who violate or uphold cultural values. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57(4), 681–
690.

[8] Paiva, B. S. R., et al. (2023). Burial or cremation? Factors associated with preferences among patients with cancer
in Brazil: A cross-sectional study. São Paulo Medical Journal, 141(6), e2022441.

[9] Buckner, R. L., & Carroll, D. C. (2007). Self-projection and the brain. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 11(2), 49–57.
[10] Bering, J. M. (2006). The folk psychology of souls. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 29(5), 453–462.
[11] Bering, J. (2008). The end? Scientific American Mind, 19(5), 34–41.


