
Józef Makselon

Purpose of life and attitude toward
death
Collectanea Theologica 57/Fasciculus specialis, 145-155

1987



C ollectanea  T heolog ica  
57 (1987) fasc. sp ec ia lis

PURPOSE OF LIFE AND ATTITUDE TOWARD DEATH

The problem  of purpose in life is among the central questions 
of contem porary  psychology, especially  hum anistic-existential p sy ­
chology. This psychology analyzes the perceived purpose in life, 
which is a fundam ental hum an need. The gratification of this p sy ­
chological need is a prim ary  source for m otivation hum an behavior.

The im portance of purpose in life, stressed by V. E. Frankl to ­
day, is based on an  understanding  of w hat the highest value in life 
is. The answ er to this question is as in tegral a part of a person 's 
essence as thinking ability  (cf. Gromm, 1975:77). O ne w ho has tra n s­
cended himself through the acceptance of hum an values need not 
stop before considering the problem  of purpose in life. W hen pur­
pose is lacking then  w hat Frankl calls the „noogene neurosis” arises, 
whose central sym ptom  is an ex isten tial vacuum.

A person  having a strong sense of purpose in life understands 
in depth  his life's goals and is open to all that the  future brings. The 
high sense of purpose in life gives the person a feeling of certitude, 
security  in life, and a possibility  of self-actualization. As a result, 
life becomes attractive.

Persons who lack a sense of purpose in life exhibit the opposite 
type of behavior (cf. Frankl, 1967).

The need of a sense of purpose in life comes la te r in an indivi­
dual's life than  biological needs, but is at least as strong. The p ro ­
blem of purpose in life appears in ex trem e and sometim es dram atic 
situations, w hen a person would choose to survive for tha t purpose, 
but would not save his life if its sense of m eaning is m issing 
(Frankl, 1970).

Also in life's fundam ental m oments appears a problem  of death, 
which is boundary hum an situation. Death is not a separate  fragm ent 
of life but an ex isten tial dim ension of hum an being. A ccording to 
Frankl, an unconditional conferral of m eaning upon life m ust con­
tain the moment of death, because only in the face of dea th  is life 
m eaningful (cf. Buscaglia, 1978: 93—97). D eath ends the  process of 
becoming. In death, a person „is", and „is" in a w ay that is analo ­
gical to the w ay he „was" in life (cf. Bulka, 1974).

The death  as a na tu ra l phenom enon could play a positive role 
in provoking a person to m ake an ex isten tial decision. To play  this 
role, death  must be in tegrated  into the person 's psyche, and esp e­
cially into his understanding  and evaluation  of life, and also his
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self-perception in in terpersonal relations (cf. Loder, 1982: 147; Ro­
gers, 1980: 88).

Philosophers and psychologists say that the problem  of death  
and transition  is connected with the purpose in life. Fox exam ple, 
according to A. Schaff (1961), dea th  is a m ajor stim ulus to considera­
tion of life. A. M aslow (1967) thinks tha t one can describe one's 
sense of purpose in life on the basis of his relationship  to death. 
These theoretical statem ents about the connections betw een a ttitu ­
des tow ard death  and level of sense of purpose in life have been 
partially  confirm ed in some thanatological research  (e.g. Bolt, 1978; 
Durlak, 1972; Landau and Maoz, 1978).

The p resent article  looks at the correlation betw een level of 
sense of purpose in life and various dim ensions and instances of 
a ttitudes tow ard death.

Method

The aim of this article  is to answ er the question: do re la tion ­
ships exist betw een level of sense of purpose in life and various di­
m ensions of attitudes tow ard death? The present research  contains 
only some fragm ents of a discussion of the problem , because the 
respondents w ere young (age 21—35; M =  25.8). They com pleted two 
psychom etric instrum ents: „Purpose in Life Test" (PLT) and „In­
ventory  of A ttitudes tow ard Death" (IAD). Using PLT, the level of 
sense of purpose in life was determ ined and psychom etric groups 
w ere distinguished. By m eans of IAD, the attitudes tow ard death  of 
these groups w ere described.

L. G. Croum baugh and L. T. M aholick's „Purpose in Life Test" 
(1969) m easures the  phenom enon of ex isten tial frustration. The 
p resent study used only one p a rt of th is test m easuring the in tensity  
of sense of life's purpose.

Among the 250 respondents two extrem e groups of 50 persons 
each w ere identifed. The to tal average results for each  of these 
groups on the PLT w ere: for the  group w ith the  high sense of p u r­
pose in life (HP) M =  122.6 (women: M =„. 123.2, man: M =  122.3), 
and for the group w ith the  low  sense of purpose in life (LP) M = , 75.8 
(women: M =  72.9, man: M =  80.2). These two groups differ signi­
ficantly w ith  regard  to  the  level of sense of purpose in life, w hich 
was independent variable, while attitudes tow ard  death  w ere the 
dependent variable.

The „Inventory  of A ttitudes tow ard Death" was constructed  by 
the author of th is study. It consists of th ree  parts: the scale, the 
questionnaire, and sentence completion. W hen establishing the set 
of statem ents w hich constitu te  the scale the  W roclaw  taxonom y 
was m ade use of, this taxonom y being a varian t of a factor analysis 
(Szulga, 1971). As a result, e ight dim ensions of the  attitude tow ard



death  w ere obtained: 1) inevitab ility  (In) =. aw areness of necessity  
of death, 2) cen trality  (Ce) =  psychic nearness of the problem  of 
death, 3) m ysteriousness (My) = ; death  as a torm enting question 
connected w ith  uncertain ty , 4) va lue  (Va) =  death  as having a ca­
thartic character, 5) anxiety  (An) (=. dea th  as a phenom enon causing 
fear, 6) tragedy  (Tr) =  dea th  as an im pressive and unhappy event, 
7) destructiveness (De) =. dea th  as the cancellation of developm ent 
and activity , and 8) absurd ity  (Ab) == dea th  as a re lease  of feeling 
of hopelessness and senselessness.

Reliability of the subscales (dimensions) was m easured by  the 
re test m ethod after a 3-week lag·, r tt =  0.66 to  0.84. The questionnaire 
and sentence com pletion supplied inform ation on attitudes tow ard 
death  in th ree  instances (cases), in th e  death  of a stranger, th a t of 
someone close, and in one's own death. D escribed below  are results 
obtained from  the  scale and questionnaire of the IAD.

Results

(a) d i m e n s i o n s  o f  a t t i t u d e  t o w a r d  d e a t h

Between persons w ith  high and low level of sense of purpose in 
life exist sta tistically  significant differences in 4 dim ensions: inev i­
tability (p<C.01), cen trality  (p <C.05), m ysteriousness (p <C .05), and 
anxiety  (p <  .05). There are  not qualitative bu t quan tita tive  diffe­
rences, and express d iverse  in tensity  in perception of some dim en­
sions of death . The persons w ith the  high sense of purpose in life 
perceive the  inevitab ility  of death  and its m ysteriousness a little 
less frequently. They are  less afraid of death, or rather, to  be m ore 
precise, they  do not know  w hether they  are  afraid of death. The 
two groups exhibit unanim ity regard ing  the  destructiveness of 
death, and a v e ry  great sim ilarity  in perception of death 's  value as 
well as its absurdity. The highest index obtained was for m yste ­
riousness dimension. It is likely  tha t the persons w ith the low sense 
of purpose in life em phasize the  m ystery  and problem aticity  of 
death  because for these people life itself is an enigma.

For a deeper analysis of a ttitudes tow ard death  in each  of the 
psychom etric groups it seem s useful to  observe the  in tercorrela tions 
among dim ensions of death.

Com parison of the  in ternal structures of attitudes tow ard death  
brings a new  observation. And, for exam ple so-called cen trality  of 
problem  of death, or its spot in a person 's cognitive field is diffe­
ren tly  constitu ted  in the group w ith  the  low  sense of purpose in 
life than  in the  other one. The low group experiences the problem  of 
d ea th  in connection w ith  its tragedy, value, inevitability , and anxie­
ty. Instead, for the persons w ith the high sense of purpose in life 
the  cen trality  of problem  of death  has positive correlations only



Table 1
In terco rre la tions am ong dim ensions of a ttitudes tow ard  death  in  tw o groups

D im ensions of death In Ce M y Va A n Tr De Ab

H i g h s e n s e o f  p u r p o s e

Inev itab ility  (In) .53*** .05 .39** .43** .03 .03 —.11
C entrality  (Ce) .48*“ —.18 .36* .14 —.26 .007 —.17
M ysteriousness (My) .25 .04 — .09 .45*** .54*** .53*** .49***
V alue (Va) .36* .45** .13 .15 —.32* —.12 —.30*
A nxiety  (An) .39** .35* .43** — .05 .46*** .48*** .41**
T ragedy  (Tr) .52*** .47*** .39** .005 .58*** .68*** .63***
D estructiveness (De) .32* .05 .40** —.007 .40** .44*** .67***
A bsurd ity  (Ab) .20 .03 .24 .33* .40** .44** .47***

L o w s e n s e o f  p u r p o s e

•p <  .05 **p <  .01 '**p <  .001
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w ith the value and inevitability  dimensions. There are also in­
teresting  differences in value dim ension. The value of d ea th  in the 
group w ith the low purpose in life is perceived as an absurd  and 
necessary  fact (event) w hile in persons w ith the high purpose in 
life death 's evaluation is connected w ith an acceptation of its n e ­
cessity, anxiety, and the negation of the tragedy  and the  absurdity  
of death.

T here are no differences in the dim ensions of attitude tow ard 
death  betw een wom en and men, except in the group w ith the low 
sense of purpose in life, w here wom en see a g reater value of death  
than m en (p <  .05).

A nalysis of these  da ta  leads us to  the next question, w hich is 
in teresting  from the m ethodological point of view: we can ask  — 
does not the  preferred  system  of values influence the various in­
tercorrelations of dim ensions of attitudes tow ard  dea th  in the two 
groups? If this w ere so, all resu lts obtained up to  now  w ould have 
to be wrong. W e rela ted  the two levels of purpose in life to scores 
on the  G. W. Allport, P. E. V ernon, and G. Lindzey's ,,S tudy of 
V alues”. W e found no statistically  significant differences (at .05 by 
chi-square) betw een the  two groups.

Concluding the  psychom etric-psychological analysis of the re ­
lationship betw een level of sense of purpose in life and the  structu ­
re of attitudes tow ard death, it m ust be noted in general, that there  
are no radical, i.e., qualitative, differences in dim ensions of a ttitu ­
des tow ard  death  betw een persons w ith  the  high and low sense of 
purpose in life. Instead there  ex ist differences in the in tensity  of 
four dim ensions:, inevitability , centrality , m ysteriousness, and an­
xiety. There are also various in tercorrela tions among dim ensions of 
a ttitude tow ard death  in tw o groups.

C. Jaspers ' (1971) analysis of hum an existence, an intuition, and 
daily  experience form the  basis for distinguishing th ree  different 
instances of attitudes tow ard death. W e can pay  atten tion  to  death  
as a genera l phenom enon happening accidentally  (TV im ages of 
death, obituary  notices). This kind of death  is characterized by its 
anonym ity due to  lack of personal acquaintance w ith  the  deceased. 
The next tw o sorts of death are to ta lly  devoid of this anonym ity, 
because they  are connected w ith close person  or oneself. Thus 
three instances of attitude tow ard  death  w ere distinguished: 1) death  
of stranger (unknown person), 2) death  of som eone close, 3) possibi­
lity  of one's own death.

Below we will p resent types of feelings connected w ith  death, 
frequency of th inking about death, and, at the end, the  sorts of 
questions arising during  reflection on death  and their influence on 
life-style.



(ib) e m o t i o n a l  c o n t e x t  o f  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  d e a t h

Table 2 shows the percen tage  distributions of feelings connected 
w ith th ree  instances of hum an death.

T able 2

P ercentage distribution of fee lin g s conn ected  w ith  the death  
of a stranger, som eone c lose, and oneself 

in  th e  groups w ith  the lo w  (LP) and h igh  (HP) sen se  of purpose in life

R eflection  on  
death generates  

above all

D eath of

a stranger som eone c lo se on ese lf

LP HP LP HP LP HP

d istaste  for life  
fe e lin g  of

8 6 2 2 8 —

transition  
un certa in ty  of the

48 46 2 4 10 10

future 4 10 — — 10 2
despair 2 7 26 16 — —
tranquility 4 8 6 — 10 8
pain 4 4 30 24 — —
bereavem ent 10 4 2 2 20 20
hope 4 8 — 2 8 12
sadness 10 12 30 50 6 28
a n x ie ty 6 — 2 — 28 20

It can be seen from  tab le  2 that, generally, in th inking about 
death  of a stranger, a feeling of transition  dom inates (M == 47%). 
No differences ex ist betw een persons w ith the  high and  low sense 
of purpose in life. The situation is sim ilar for th inking about death  
of som eone close, w here in both groups the  feeling of sadness is 
strongly  m arked (M =  40%). It is striking tha t the  anxiety  does not 
occur in persons w ith the  h igh sense of purpose regard less of 
w hether they  th ink  both  about death  as an universal phenom enon 
or experience the death  of a relative. On the other hand in thinking 
about their own death, their anxiety  is a ra re r phenom enon than  in 
persons w ith the low  sense of purpose in life.

O ther feelings c learly  m arked in th inking about dea th  of so­
m eone close are  pain (,M =  27%) and despair (M =  21%), but a t the 
same tim e these are  m ore prom inent in persons w ith  the  low sense 
of purpose. Thinking about death  is not accom panied by the feeling 
of uncerta in ty  about the  future. It is in some m easure intelligible, 
because — as is well-known — a person 's dem ise inspires particu lar



reflection on how nobody is an island unto himself but lives in m ul­
tiple in terpersonal relations. A typical tra it of this hum an relations 
is the existence of partners. If the dea th  of an in teraction  partner is 
involved the shaking of fu ture perspective could be expected; for 
death  is an end to  some w orld of hum an existence on both sides. 
Probably the feeling of fu ture uncerta in ty  keeps in the background 
in com parison w ith these experience, which more directly  engage 
the young person 's em otional activ ity  in this case, such as: sadness, 
pain, despair. The hope, anxiety, bereavem ent, tranquility , feeling 
of transition , and distaste for life appear w eakly, alm ost vestigially.

Thinking about one's own death  follows another courses. Res­
pondents are  not indifferent w ith regard  to  bereavem ent, which 
occupies second place. The dom inant feeling in reflection about 
one’s own death  is anxiety. The lack of feelings of pain and despair, 
as well as c learly  m arked sadness (especially in the group with 
the high sense of purpose) and the  transition  feeling are characteris­
tic in this case.

(c) f r e q u e n c y  o f  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  d e a t h
Table 3

Low (LP) and high (HP) purpose in  life  
and freq uency  of th ink ing  about death (%)

I think  
about death

D eath of

a stranger som eone c lo se o n ese lf

LP HP LP HP LP HP

v ery  often 6.0 6.7 10.0 13.3 8.0 10.0
often 32.0 46.7 36.0 40.0 36.0 30.0
seldom 60.0 43.3 52.0 46.7 52.0 60.0
never 2.0 3.3 2.0 ■—· 4.0 —■

Thinking about d ea th  of som eone close is different from  th ink ­
ing about death  of a stranger or one's own. Among persons w ith 
the low sense of purpose in life there  are those who never think at 
all about death. This does not m ean that the problem  of death  is 
to ta lly  foreign to the young, because alm ost half the respondents 
very  often or often th ink  about death  of a stranger (M =  45.7%), 
someone close (M =  49.7%), and them selves (M =  42%).

The em pirical data presented  here  suggest that frequency of 
thinking about death  has no essen tia l connection w ith level of sense 
of purpose in life, or, in o ther words, the  conferral of m eaning on 
one's own life is not a resu lt of frequent th inking  about death  but 
of the  quality  of life.



(d) t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  d e a t h  a n d  t y p e  
o f  q u e s t i o n  a s k e d

It seem s that th inking about death  provokes two kinds of ques­
tions: theoretical and pragm atic. In the first case the question is 
about the origin and goal of life, and in second, w hat should be done 
not to  w aste one's life?

Table 4

T hinking about death and typ e  of questions  
asked by the groups w ith  the lo w  (LP) and high (HP) purpose in life  (%)

T hinking about
Death of

death I ask  above  
all a stranger som eone c lo se 1 o n ese lf

LP HP LP HP LP HP

1) w hat is the  
origin  and 
goal of life 48.0 40.0 40.0 36.7 48.0 43.4

2) how  not to
w aste  m y ow n  
life 40.0 46.7 38.0 36.7 28.0 26.6

3) it has no in­
flu en ce  on  
m y life 12.0 13.3 22.0 26.6 24.0 30.0

The most general tendency  is to em phasize the question about 
the origin and goal of life. It is clearest in th inking about one's own 
death  (M =,.45.7%). The second alternative (how to not w aste one’s 
own life) is m ore m arked during th inking about death  of a stranger 
(M =  43.4%) and som eone close, and less so in thinking about one's 
own death  (M =  26.3%). Encountering the  problem  of one's own 
death  is m et w ith re la tive ly  great indifference in the group w ith the 
high sense of purpose in life.

One might try  to explain  this stress on the problem  of life's 
origin and goals in th inking about one's own death  by the philoso­
phical in terests of young people, whose philosophy of life is not yet 
stabilized. Stabilization entails a specific reckoning of the past to 
decide what is to be repaired  and w hat was wasted; in short, the 
period of adult and mid-life are above all tim es to form ulate a philo­
sophy of future, b u t not to  evaluate  the past (cf. Kastenbaum , 1977: 
145— 150).



(e) t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  d e a t h  a n d  a t t i t u d e  
t o w a r d  l i f e

Table 5 contains data on the selection of various a lternatives 
w hen confronted w ith  th inking about death.

T able 5

■Reflection about death and attitudes tow ard life  
in the groups w ith  lo w  (LP) and high (HP) purpose in life  (%)

W hen  I com e face  
to face w ith  the

D eath of

fact of death I 
decid e a b o v e  all

a stranger som eone c lo se on ese lf

LP HP LP HP LP HP

1) to get as much 
out of life  as I 
can 8.0 10.0 10.0 16.7 22.0 16.7

2) change m y  
w ays 42.0 40.0 36.0 40.0 50.0 50.0

3) I m ake no  
. decision 50.0 50.0 54.0 43.3 28.0 33.3

Reflection about death  of a stranger has the least influence and 
then half th e  respondents do not m ake ex isten tial decisions, w hile 
the rest desire to reform  (M =  41%). The situation is sim ilar with 
thinking about the death  of someone close. H ow ever w hen thinking 
about one's own death  the situation changes radically; then the 
desire to  correct oneself dom inates (M =  50%). The question of how 
to get the most out of life also appears m ore often in this instance. 
S tatistically  significant differences do not exist betw een persons 
w ith the  high and low sense of purpose in life.

On the ground of the foregoing data  one can come to the con­
clusion that it is difficult for young people to be to ta lly  indifferent 
to one's own death.. There is probably  a m echanism  of repression 
of the inevitability  of death at w ork here, w ith the resu lt that they  
seek a w ay to enjoy or amend life. This tendency  is characteristic  
for both groups.

Conclusion

The sense of phrpose in life does not radically  modify attitudes 
tow ard  death, but only influences some of their dim ensions (inevi­
tability , centrality , m ysteriousness, anxiety). Probably the  basic 
factor conditioning perception of death  in respondents of this study



is not the level of purpose in life but ra ther psychological distance 
from one's own death.

Thinking about death  is infrequent in the groups studied. A con­
siderable num ber of respondents, w hen confronted w ith the thought 
of death, m ake little change in their own life-style. Encountering 
the fact of death engages em otional processes m ore than  in tellectual 
ones such as m echanism s of autocorrection. The sm aller the distance 
to the fact or problem  of death, the g rea ter the increase in feelings 
connected w ith the death. A nd so, if one th inks about the dea th  of 
a stranger the tendency  to intellectualize and the ,,philosophical" 
feeling of transition  appear. This tendency  disappears w hen a death  
is of closet one possible for a young person, that is, experience of 
a close re la tive 's  death. At such tim es unreasoned  reactions (sad­
ness, pain, and despair) predom inate. W hen the  respondents think 
about one’s own death  then  both anxiety  and bereavem ent are  p ro ­
minent.

In future research  on the  relationship  betw een attitudes tow ard 
death and sense of purpose in life, consideration ought to be given 
to an understanding of purpose in life, especially  in reference to 
values as these re la te  to sense of purpose in life. This will be possi­
ble after preparation  of a new  scale for m easuring the  various com ­
ponents of life purpose. Of course, the connection betw een subjecti­
ve expectation and perception of time on the one hand, and with 
both the purpose in life and attitudes tow ard  death, on the  other, 
can help in the form ulation of heuristically  in teresting  hypotheses.
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