Senior Capstone: Existential Psychology
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Psychology 497: Wednesdays 12:40pm – 3:10pm
2106 Miller Hall
Spring 2023
Instructor: 
Dr. Lindsey A. Harvell-Bowman

Office: 2268 Harrison Hall & G008 Miller Hall
Email: harve2La@jmu.edu

Office Hours: By Appointment. 
Graduate Teaching Assistant: 

Peter Montwill

montwipc@dukes.jmu.edu

Office Hours: By Appointment. 
Required Text
Harvell, L.A., & Nisbett, G.S. (2016). Denying Death: An Interdisciplinary Approach to 


Terror Management Theory. London, U.K.: Routledge. 

Solomon, S., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2015). The worm at the core: The role of death

in life. New York: Random House. 

APA 7th Edition Guide

Various articles posted on Canvas. 

Course Overview
Many topics once thought to be in the domain of existential philosophy – such as fear of death, the search for meaning and authenticity in life – are now widely studied using experimental methods. This course introduces students to an emerging discipline within the field of social psychology known as existential psychology. Through discussion, readings, and the capstone project, students will bring in knowledge from all areas of psychology, specifically their psychology courses they have taken thus far. This provides a rich bed of content to draw from in class discussions. This course focuses on various theories and empirical research investigating how concerns about basic issues of the human condition, such as death, meaning, isolation, identity, control, and freedom influence a wide array of human behaviors. Furthermore, this course provides an in-depth understanding of existential issues within the field of social psychology along with the experimental techniques used to study their effect on the human experience. This course will help you develop your oral presentation and writing skills, as well as sharpen your ability to think critically about existential psychological theory and research. 

Policies
This course is subject to university policies on honor code violations. See the undergraduate handbook for the explanations of these policies. Violating the honor code is a serious offense; I would just steer clear of that life choice. 

· Any individual observed copying answers from another individual on exams will meet the criteria for violating the honor code.

· If you have questions regarding what comprises academic misconduct, plagiarism, and/or a violation of the honor code please contact me. Ignorance of the definition of plagiarism, academic misconduct, and/or violating the honor code is not a valid excuse and will not keep you from being charged. 

Add/Drop Policy
Please visit the following website for information on adding and dropping courses: http://www.jmu.edu/syllabus/
Attendance and Classroom Decorum
Attendance is taken via pop quizzes. These are unable to be made up under any circumstance. 

In order to have healthy, vibrant classroom discussion, ALL views must be heard and respected. It is imperative that everybody feels welcome to express his/her thoughts in class. Any signs or blatant examples of hostility and disrespect toward differing viewpoints will result in dismissal from that day’s class. The second time this happens will result in dismissal from the course. 
Religious Observance
All faculty are required to give reasonable and appropriate accommodations to students requesting them on grounds of religious observation. The faculty member determines what accommodations are appropriate for his/her course. Students should notify the faculty by no later than the end of the first week of the semester of potential scheduled absences and determine with the instructor if mutually acceptable alternative methods exist for completing the missed classroom time, lab, or activity. Contact the Office of Equal Opportunity at 540-568-6991 if you have additional questions. 

Inclement Weather Policy 

This course follows JMU’s inclement weather policy (see: http://www.jmu.edu/JMUpolicy/1309.shtml). James Madison University is primarily a self-contained campus with a large number of residential students requiring a variety of support services, regardless of inclement weather conditions or emergency situations. For the safety and well-being of its students and employees, the university may close or limit its services based on inclement weather or other emergencies. Refer to the following sources for information on closings or delays: 

· JMU Weather Line: 540-433-5300

· JMU radio station: 1610 AM

· JMU’s home page: www.jmu.edu
· Area radio and television stations

· JMU Office of Public Safety, who in turn is responsible for announcements on the Emergency Notification System
Department of Psychology Librarian Information
If you need help completing your research assignments, you can contact our Liaison Librarian, Liz Chenevey. Email her specific questions at chenevet@jmu.edu, schedule a one-on-one appointment at http://events.lib.jmu.edu/appointments/liz.
Course Requirements

Weekly Readings and Discussion: 
Each week, we will read a chapter from the Worm at the Core, and two or three additional articles focused on issues related to that chapter and the topic of the day. It is essential that you read the articles and chapter(s) before class and think about them and the issues they raise. The format for the class is an open discussion that I will lead. Participation is an essential part of your grade. Therefore, attendance is necessary for a good grade. 
Weekly Discussion Questions:

Each week you will develop one question for discussion in class based on the assigned readings for that day. These should be questions that would be interesting for us to discuss as a class. Think of issues that are provocative and important for us to think about and discuss. These should not be yes/no questions, questions with answers easily identified in the readings, or questions about personal experiences. These questions should focus on interesting and important issues that are inspired by the readings for that week. They could potentially focus on alternatives to the ideas proposed in the readings, questions for research, application of the ideas or findings to real world social issues or personal problems. Turn in your questions at the beginning of class – this is my way of taking attendance. 
Thought Papers: 

Thought papers are short (2-4 pages, double-spaced, 12-point Times New Roman Font, 1” margins) papers that outline your thoughts about assigned reading(s). These papers can include your criticisms of the readings, deeper thoughts about the topic in question, ideas that you have for further research, etc.. They should not be summaries of the readings. Go beyond the readings. Think critically, be skeptical, and be creative. This assignment is meant to help you organize your thoughts on a topic, integrate across topics, consider important implications of a concept in different real world settings, or propose a novel approach to approaching the subject. These papers must be submitted at the beginning of the class in which the reading(s) is (are) discussed as a group. You are required to have two thought papers for any two topics of your choosing. 
Research Guide Assignment:
Each student will lead the class in our discussion of one research paper over the course of the semester. Signups for research articles are on the first day of class. To help you prepare for leading the discussion of your article on your designated day, you will write a brief summary of the paper for the article you are presenting. 
Pop Quizzes: 

We will have five pop quizzes during the semester (with the lowest score being dropped, so only four counting towards your grade). These will consist of one or two short answer essay questions focused on the main ideas from that day’s readings. 
Research Proposal: 

Develop an idea for original research inspired by one or more of the theories or studies covered in this class. As your topics arise in the class, we will discuss these ideas in class and help each other develop them into interesting studies that have the potential to add to what we currently know about human behavior. Ultimately, the goal of these proposals is to develop studies that would actually be worth doing and that could potentially be published if they yielded interesting results. It is important to note that for this class, you are only proposing a study, rather than actually collecting data and doing the study. The study you propose must be an experiment and have at least 2 but no more than 3 independent variables. 
This assignment will be done in three steps. 

First, you will write a very concise 1-2 page mini-proposal that will get you started thinking about this project. This document will state the general issue your research will address, explain why it is interesting and important, explain in a general way what previous theory and research you will be building on, and state the hypothesis your study will be testing. 

Second, you will do an annotated outline of your proposal that includes an introductory paragraph (not in outline format) that lays out the issues or questions your study will address, briefly explains why it is of interest, and clearly states the question your study will attempt to answer. Then, in outline format, lay out the organization of your paper, including the main ideas, theories, and studies you will build on. Your outline should conclude with a paragraph that clearly states the hypothesis you will be testing and the research design you will use to test it. You will get feedback on this paper that will critique what you have produced to this point. This feedback will tell you what you need to improve on the next and final step. Your outline should consist of 2-3 pages. 

Third, your final proposal will be a complete introduction for the study you are proposing, that will build on the previous two steps and address the suggestions made for your annotated outline. This paper is a major focus for this class. The goal should be to produce a paper that you can be proud of and perhaps use as a sample of your writing and thinking – something that you are likely to need at some point in the future. This proposal is also intended to give you experience with creative and critical thinking, working with ideas and the research literature, writing for a professional audience, and presenting your ideas to a group. 

At the end of the semester, we will present your research proposals. Presentations will be 10-12 minutes each and include power-point slides to help communicate your ideas. You should also have a table or figure that shows your design and hypothesized results. 
Grading and Evaluation

Assignments:

Final Research Proposal 



10%

Annotated Outline of Research Proposal

  5%

Mini-Proposal





  5%

Thought Papers




20%

Discussion Questions/Participation


20%

Research Guide Presentation



10%

Pop Quizzes





20%

Final Research Proposal Presentation


10%







          100%

Grade Scale: 

A 
= 94% - 100%

A- 
= 90% - 93.9%

B+
= 87% - 89.9%

B
= 84% - 86.9%

B-
= 80% - 83.9%

C+ 
= 77% - 79.9%

C
= 74% - 76.9%

C-
= 70% - 73.9%

D+ 
= 67% - 69.9%

D
= 64% - 66.9%

D- 
= 60% - 63.9%

F
= 0% - 59.9%

Honor Code Violations: All work is subject to the University honor code, which describes the following undertakings as violations: cheating, fabrication, falsification of information, plagiarism, abuse of academic materials.  We also expect students to show respect one to another as well as to the instructors of the class.  Violators of these guidelines will receive an “F” for the class and will be reported accordingly. Please refer to the JMU honor Code website for a fuller discussion of what constitutes an honor code infraction, as found at: http://www.jmu.edu/honor/code.shtml#TheHonorCode.
Course Schedule
Week 1 – What is Experimental Existential Psychology? (January 18)
Koole, S.L., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2006). Introducing science to the psychology of

the soul: Experimental existential psychology. Current Directions in Psychological


Science, 15(5), 212-216. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8721.2006.00438.x. 
Denying Death: Chapter 1 and Chapter 5
Week 2 – Introduction to Terror Management Theory (January 25)
Worm: Introduction, Chapter 1 & 4

Rosenblatt, A., Greenberg, J., Solomon, S., Pyszczynski, T., & Lyon, D. (1989). Evidence for 
terror management theory I: The effects of mortality salience on reactions to those who 
violate and uphold cultural values. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 57, 

681-690. 

Schimel, J., Hayes, J., Williams, T.J., & Jahrig, J. (2007). Is death really the worm at the core? 


Converging evidence that worldview threat increases death-thought accessibility. Journal


of Personality and Social Psychology, 92, 789-803. 
Week 3 – Attachment & Interpersonal Connections (February 1)
Worm: Chapter 2

Florian, V., Mikulincer, M., & Hirschberger, F. (2002). The anxiety-buffering function of close 


relationships: Evidence that relationship commitment acts as a terror management 
mechanism. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 82, 527-542. 

Helm, P.J., Jimenez, T., Bultmann, M., Lifshin, U., Greenberg, J., & Arndt, J. (2020). 


Existential isolation, loneliness, and attachment in young adults. Personality & 


Individual Differences, 159, 109890. doi: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.paid.2020.109890. 
Week 4 – Self-Esteem: What it is, Why we need it, and How it works (February 8)
Worm: Chapter 4

Schimel, J., Arndt, J., Pyszczynski, T., & Greenberg, J. (2001). Being accepted for who we are:


Evidence that social validation of the intrinsic self reduces general defensiveness. Journal


of Personality and Social Psychology, 80, 35-52. 

Mikulincer, M., & Lifshin, U. (2022). Not all dogs (and goals) were created equal: An existential


perspective on helplessness. Cognition & Emotion, 36(6), 1049-1053. 


doi: 10.1080/02699931.2022.2118236. 
Week 5 – Interdisciplinary Nature of Terror Management Theory (February 15)
Denying Death: Chapter 2, Chapter 5, Chapter 6, and Chapter 9

Week 6 – No Class – Society of Personality & Social Psychology Conference (February 22)

Week  7 – Self-Determination Theory: Growth, Self-Expansion, and Freedom (March 1)
Ryan, R.M. & Deci, E. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic 
motivation, social development, and well-being. American Psychologist, 55, 68-78.

Peetz, J., & Milyavskaya, M. (2021). A self-determination theory approach to predicting daily

prosocial behavior. Motivation & Emotion, 45, 617-630. 


doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-021-09902-5. 

Thomas, B., Clegg, K.A., Holding, A.C., & Koestner, R. (2022). From the good life to good 


living: A longitudinal study investigating the relationship between good-life coherence


and motivation, goal progress, and subjective well-being. Journal of Happiness Studies,


23, 1887-1900. doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10902-021-00476-0. 
Week 8 – Why is Sex Such a Problem? Sex, the Human Body, Disgust, and Animals (March 8)
Worm: Chapter 8
Cox, C.R., Goldenberg, J.L., Pyszczynski, T., & Weise, D. (2007). Disgust, creatureliness and


the accessibility of death-related thoughts. European Journal of Social Psychology, 37,


494-507. doi: 10.1002/ejsp.370. 
Goldenberg, J.L. (2005). The body stripped down. Current Directions in Psychological Science,


14, 224-228. 

Morris, K.L., Goldenberg, J.L., & Heflick, N.A. (2014). Trio of terror (pregnancy, menstruation,

and breastfeeding): An existential function of literal self-objectification among women. 


Journal of Personality & Social Psychology, 1, 181-198. 
Week 9 – No Class – Spring Break (March 15)

Week 10 – Distinct Defenses for Conscious and Unconscious Threats: Death Can be Hazardous to Your Health (March 22)
Worm: Chapter 9

Denying Death: Chapter 4

Routledge, C., Arndt, J., & Goldenberg, J.L. (2004). A time to tan: Proximal and distal effects of 

mortality salience on sun exposure intentions. Personality and Social Psychology 
Bulletin, 30, 1347-1358. 

Courtney, E.P., Goldenberg, J.L., & Boyd, P. (2020). The contagion of mortality: A terror

management health model for pandemics. British Journal of Social Psychology, 59, 


607-617. doi: 10.1111/bjso.12392. 
Week 11 – Literal Immortality, Religious Belief, and Morality (March 29)
Worm: Chapter 5

Van Tongeren, D.R., Pennington, A.R., McIntosh, D.N., Newton, T., Green, J.D., Davis, D.E., 

& Hook, J.N. (2017). Where, O Death, is thy sting? The meaning-providing function of 


beliefs in literal immortality. Mental Health, Religion, & Culture, 20(5), 413-427. 


doi: https://doi.org/10.1080/13674676.2017.1355358. 

Amir, L.B. (2005). Morality, Psychology, Philosophy. Philosophical Practice, 1(1), 43-57. 

doi: 10.1080/17428170500061550. 
Week 12 – Symbolic Immortality: Family, Fame, and Fortune (April 5)
Worm: Chapter 6
Denying Death: Chapter 6
Greenberg, J., Kosloff, S., Solomon, S., Cohen, F., & Landau, M. (2009). Toward understanding


the fame game: The effect of mortality salience on the appeal of fame. Self and Identity,


9, 1-4. 

Horner, D.E., Sielaff, A., & Greenberg, J. (2022). Self-determined immortality: Testing the role


of autonomy in promoting perceptions of symbolic immortality and well-being.


Motivation & Emotion, 46, 429-446. doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-022-09944-3. 
Week 13 – War, Terrorism, Prejudice, Hate, & Politics (April 12)
Worm: Chapter 7

Denying Death: Chapter 3

Vail III, K.E., Harvell-Bowman, L., Lockett, M., Pyszczynski, T., & Gilmore, G. (2022). 


Motivated Reasoning: Election integrity beliefs, outcome acceptance, and polarization


before, during, and after the 2020 U.S. Presidential election. Motivation & Emotion. 


doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11031-022-09983-w. 

Rothschild, Z.K., Abdollahi, A., & Pyszczynski, T. (2009). Does peace have a prayer? The effect 


of mortality salience, compassionate values, and religious fundamentalism on hostility 
toward outgroups. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 45, 816-827. 

Pyszczynski, T. (2013). Terror management of fear, hate, political conflict, and political 
violence: A review. TPM, 20(4), 1-14. 

Week 14 – Cracks in the Shield: Psychological Dysfunction and Disorder (April 19)
Denying Death: Chapter 12

Harvell-Bowman, L.A., Critchfield, K.L., Ndzana, F., Stucker, E., Yocca, C., Wilgus, K., 

Hurst, A., & Sullivan, K. (2022). Of love and death: Death anxiety, attachment, and


suicide as experienced by college students. OMEGA: Journal of Death & Dying, 1-23. 


doi: 10.1177/00302228221100636. 

Critchfield, K., & Harvell-Bowman, L.A. (2022). Death anxiety and existential concerns among


patients experiencing chronic or recurrent suicidal ideation in Interpersonal


Reconstructive Therapy. Clinical Psychologist. doi: 10.1080/13284207.2022.2120386. 
Week 15 – Authenticity & Free Will (April 26)

Pereboom, D. (2019). What makes the free will debate substantitive? The Journal of Ethics, 23, 

257-264. doi: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10892-019-09291-5. 

Seto, E., Hicks, J.A., Vess, M., & Geraci, L. (2016). The association between vivid thoughts of


death and authenticity. Motivation & Emotion, 40, 520-540. 


doi: 10.1007/s11031-016-9556-8. 

Alfred Mele Existential Psychology Preconference Talk
Week 16 – Research Presentations (May 3)
FINAL EXAM: Continuing Research Presentations

DATE & TIME: TBD

