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For what is it to die
But to stand naked in the wind

And to melt into the sun?
And when the earth shall claim your limbs,

Then shall you truly dance.
– Kahlil Gibran

What is Death?
The question of how to define death and dying has become very complex during the past century based on new 
methodologies, new technologies and the discourses around what it means to be dead and to die (Veatch & Ross, 2016; 
Walter, 1994). It is an existential question (Belfrage, 1975). While there are various ways to explore this topic, death and 
dying are most commonly explored by focusing on physiological, social and psychological forms of death which can 
occur independently from each other and at different times during the lifespan (Butow, 2017).

According to Veatch and Ross (2016), there are mainly three discourses on concepts of physiological death. The first 
discourse views death as an irreversible loss of all brain functions; the second is based on the irreversible loss of circula­
tory function, and the third is associated with the loss of what came ambiguously to be called “higher-brain function”, 
and which is equated with consciousness. Based on these conceptualisations of death around physical functions of the 
human body, many of the discourses are anchored in the medical fields of study and biologistic definitions and terms. 
However, researchers from different disciplines such as philosophy, anthropology, psychology and sociology argue that 
death concerns not only “the irreversible loss of the integration of the organism as a whole” (Lizza, 2018) but also 
includes far-reaching discourses which go beyond physiological death and the biological functions of the body.

For example, Woodthorpe (2011, p. 100) does not refer to physiological death alone, declaring that “death is more 
than a sensitive subject – everyone is an ‘insider’ when it comes to death” owing to its “universal reach”. Social death 
and psychological death are two concepts that also play a role in death studies (Bryant, 2003; Hayslip & Hansson, 2003). 
Social death occurs when individuals withdraw from social interactions, while psychological death begins when the dy­
ing person accepts death and starts to withdraw psychologically from others and regresses into the self (Lazzara, 2020). 
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Furthermore, research highlights that there is also spiritual death in addition to physiological, social and psychological 
death (Canadian Nurses Association, 2017).

Death, in any case, is an existential topic (Belfrage, 1975).

The Development of Death Studies
Death studies have over the past decades seen different periods with various foci of academic research, reflection 
and practice (Borgstrom & Ellis, 2017; Howarth, 1996; Patra et al., 2025; Weenolsen, 1991). During the middle of the 
20th century, death studies became relatively popular when several researchers such as Glaser and Strauss (1965) 
and Kübler-Ross (1969) created foundational works in the area of death and dying. This period of foundational death 
study research was followed in the 1990s by an increase in theoretical contributions and empirical research work by 
researchers including Mellor and Shilling (1993) and Young and Cullen (1996), in addition to subsequent edited death 
study collections such as that of Cann (2014). Death studies were taken from various disciplinary perspectives including 
sociology and psychology (Borgstrom & Ellis, 2017) and is part of existential psychology (Belfrage, 1975).

The 2010s witnessed several further assorted and innovative contributions to the field (e.g., Cann, 2014; Foster 
& Woodthorpe, 2016; Kellehear, 2014). An authoritative text titled Handbook of Thanatology: The essential body of 
knowledge for the study of death, dying, and bereavement provides a professional and practical research guide on dealing 
with human mortality and loss (Meagher & Balk, 2013). During the past decade, some prominent research which has 
come to fruition includes the work of Cano Molano (2024) titled Death and grief: A complex thought point of view and the 
applied research work undertaken by Canzona et al. (2023) titled Piloting an interprofessional narrative-based interactive 
workshop for end-of-life conversations: Implications for learning and practice.

In previous research, theories have been developed and applied to the study of death and dying through psychobio­
graphical analysis (Mayer et al., 2021). These include developmental theories such as Piaget’s (1971) or Erikson’s (1980) 
theory, terror management theory (Becker, 1971, 1973; Greenberg et al., 1986), loss, bereavement and grief theories 
(Klass et al. 1996; Kübler-Ross & Kessler, 2014; Neimeyer, 2005; Neimeyer, 2016a, 2016b), care, spirituality, meaning 
and dying theories (e.g., Bonavita et al., 2018), euthanasia in different cultural and individual contexts (Gruman, 1973; 
Sabriseilabi, 2025), and memento mori (Pennington, 2001) or mortality awareness (Kuylen et al., 2024).

Recent studies reveal complex emotional, perceptual, spiritual, ethical, medical, social and cultural death journeys 
which have increasingly technological and legal implications (Cano Molano, 2024). However, individuals’ experiences 
of death and dying also need to be explored in more depth and from different methodological perspectives (Coenen 
& Meitzler, 2025; Woodthorpe, 2009) while taking various experiences and individual, sociocultural, economic, organi­
sational, societal and global perspectives into consideration (Borgstrom & Ellis, 2017). Furthermore, different theories 
can be applied to describe, explore, analyse and better understand the perspectives on death and dying from within 
particular contexts, sociocultural environments and system dynamics (Ng et al., 2025; Pandey, 2025). If the social 
relationships are meaningful and constructive in the context of death and dying and across systemic networks, the 
dynamics and structures of individuals and groups can support a “good death” which is often presented as the ideal in 
death studies (Zarei et al., 2025).

Unpacking death and dying requires additional interdisciplinary understanding and a focus on three aspects. These 
are:

1. its social psychological, socio-psychological and socio-physiological processes.
2. its interactional dynamics and systems psychodynamics to understand the constructed relationship and structural 

processes around death and dying and resilience while experiencing loss, grief and bereavement.
3. a deeper understanding of agency and subjectivity regarding death and dying.

Kirmayer (2025, p. 771) emphasises that the interactional processes and the “cultural-ecosocial view on a subject matter 
constitute material and symbolic structures that provide cultural affordances, constraints, and challenges as well as 
resources for healing, recovery, and adaptation”. Therefore, it seems to be important to understand the person, death and 
dying from the perspective of their sociocultural, political and historical contexts.
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Death is a natural process that is unavoidable. While death and dying are universal human experiences, they 
are deeply interwoven with sociocultural beliefs, values and practices which inform the ways in which individuals 
and societies deal with these experiences (Gutiérrez et al., 2020; Selman, 2024). Death and dying connect and affect 
individuals all over the world (Fenwick & Brayne, 2011; Kastenbaum & Moreman, 2018) and research on death, dying 
and bereavement is growing (Borgstrom & Ellis, 2017; Rolbiecki et al., 2025) while attitudes towards death and dying 
are shifting (Selman, 2024). Ideas about death and dying have an impact on how individuals conduct their lives and 
transition through the stages of life, particularly the final stages (Kastenbaum, 2004). According to research, individuals 
across the lifespan develop in the ways that they think about death, deal with it and approach it (Sala, 2025). Previous 
research has pointed out that death in an individual’s world often challenges their existing worldviews, especially when 
death is experienced as atypical, such as when it occurs due to suicide or the death of a child (Rolbiecki et al., 2025). 
Rolbiecki et al. (2025, p. 51) explain that even so-called “normal death” — which is defined as death in old age or death 
following prolonged illness — has often been under-researched in terms of sense-making and narratives around death 
and dying. Their study indicates that individuals aiming to make sense of a normal death in the family usually associate 
the death with “memorializing the whole person, reflecting on the caregiving experience, and emotional sense making” 
(Rolbiecki et al., 2025, p. 51).

Despite the accomplished and continually expanding collection of research, the study of death and dying is often 
still questioned. Previous research highlights that researchers in the field of death studies must frequently justify 
their research interest (Hockey, 2007). There are few significant publications devoted to in-depth, interpretative case 
studies of death and dying of historically eminent personalities. The field of psychobiography as a psycho-historical–in­
terpretivist design and methodology (Fouché, 2025) could therefore be seen as a unique approach to the study of 
death and dying from a psychological perspective. Death studies might include the study of individuals’ cognitive 
approaches, emotions, rituals and religious practices in dealing with death and dying (Cano Molano, 2024), also from 
a psychobiographical viewpoint. Some studies do explore death and dying across the lifespan (Sala, 2025) and others 
explore grief, bereavement, mourning and death in extraordinary individuals (Stroebe & Schut, 1999, 2010, 2015) and 
how they manage to deal with death, dying and bereavement.

There is clearly a void in research on death and dying from a narrative and a lifespan research perspective (Bluck & 
Mroz, 2018). Having explored narrations of death, Bluck and Mroz (2018) argue that death is a part of life, a part of the 
life story of individuals and an act of solidarity between humans, since all humans have to die. Based on their literature 
review on death, there are two ways in which death can be considered as part of an individual’s life story. On the one 
hand, while individuals live, they experience endings of other lives. How people deal with loss, grief and bereavement 
contributes to their meaning-making in life and vice versa and is strongly connected to remembering the ones who 
have passed on and the memories about them (Bluck et al., 2010). On the other hand, each individual will die and every 
person will experience their own death. While individuals are aware of the fact that life will one day end, the way in 
which they make sense of death, how they understand it and how they feel about it, influences how they conduct their 
lives (Bluck & Mroz, 2018).

This special issue deals with death and dying in the lives of extraordinary individuals. In the following, the editors 
define the purpose, aim and contribution of this special issue. They explore definitions of death and dying, discuss 
death studies across the lifespan and in psychobiography, provide a perspective on suicide and briefly present the 
contributions to this edited volume.

Death Studies Across the Lifespan and in Psychobiography
Psychobiography is on the rise in the 21st century (Anderson, 2025; Elms, 1994; Mayer & Kovary, 2019; Ponterotto, 
2025; Schultz, 2005). In psychobiography, researchers primarily use psychological theories, psychobiographical and 
psychohistorical approaches to explore, describe, analyse, discuss and interpret the lives of extraordinary individuals 
(Mayer et al., 2023). Recently, psychobiography researchers have called for the increased use of interdisciplinary 
theoretical approaches and new theoretical foci in psychobiography and lifespan narratives (Mayer et al., 2021, 2023).
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Prior research has investigated how individuals experience death and dying from a lifetime perspective (Clark, 1993; 
de Vries et al., 1993; Hockey, 1990, 2007; Howarth, 1993; Kendall, 2007; Kendall et al., 2007; McIntosh, 1998; Murray et al., 
2007; Visser, 2017; Webb et al., 2007). de Vries et al. (1993), for example, have researched how individuals write about and 
discuss death and dying during a lifetime. On the one hand, their research reveals that individuals were more concerned 
with and focused on death than they were on dying. On the other hand, middle-aged writers were more concerned 
with dying than were any of the other age groups. Further, individuals spoke more about the death and dying of others 
than of their own death and dying. However, when they did speak about themselves, they did so in more detailed ways 
than when talking about others. This research study suggests that it might be easier to discuss death and dying when 
exploring the topics on behalf of others rather than for oneself.

Psychobiography explores the life of and specific events during the lifespan of extraordinary individuals (Elms, 
1994). Aspects of death and dying, as part of every individual’s life, are therefore often part of psychobiography. Howev­
er, psychobiographers have seldom focused on death and dying in the lives of extraordinary individuals. This could be 
due to the possibility that researchers investigating a certain topic might experience the blurring of boundaries between 
the researcher and the self (Woodthorpe, 2011) and might through resonance with own experiences of death, dying, 
loss or grief be stimulated to reflect upon their own thoughts, emotions and feelings more than usual throughout their 
lives. Researchers have pointed out that those researching death and end-of-life issues could experience higher levels 
of general anxiety about mortality, but also about the uncertainty and fragility of life, about illness and possibilities of 
terminal illness (Mckenzie et al., 2017).

Psychobiography, as a specific research methodology, often explores life developments in extraordinary individuals 
across the lifetime or specific outstanding life events (Mayer & Kovary, 2019; Wegner, 2020). Accordingly, psychobiogra­
phers deal in particular with biographical and narrative accounts (Mayer, 2023). Personal narratives in the study of death 
and dying have often been assumed to provide primary sources of essential meaning (Kavas, 2018) and different forms of 
narrative can support individuals to manage dying and death experiences by processing emotions, sharing experiences 
and reflecting upon the experiences of others (Canzona et al., 2023). Ellis (2003), for example, has written about death 
experiences from autoethnographical perspectives, examining family rituals around death, feeling, connections to the 
loss and respect for the passed-on family members, thereby starting to explore the researcher’s own ideas with regard to 
her own death. Ellis (1993) highlights that the reading of personal narratives and stories of death can help to reposition 
the reader vis-à-vis the author of the text with regard to experiencing the feelings and thoughts of the writer through 
the reader. The author highlights that by reading about the lived experience, the reader can “acknowledge and give a 
voice to their own emotional experiences” (Ellis, 1993, p. 711).

Psychobiography and the in-depth analysis of individuals’ lives — to a certain extent as autobiographies — can 
provide rigorous knowledge and emotional understanding of how individuals deal with death and dying throughout 
their lifetime, at the end of their lives and how they create meaning in their sociocultural contexts (Mayer, 2021; Mayer 
et al., 2021). At the same time, they can further lead to reliving and recreating the described emotions of the subject in 
the mind of the writer and reader.

Death study researchers observe that cultural and diverse dying and death experiences are often absent from or 
seldom reflected in research on death and dying (Kellehear, 2009). Psychobiographies may open the door to exploring 
death and dying from increasingly diverse sociocultural, gendered and age-related perspectives and contribute to inno­
vative and original knowledge on death and dying across the lifespan in specific sociocultural and historical contexts. 
This form of study can also open the doors to an emotional experience of mortality through reflection and experience 
of death-related life events. Psychobiography thereby becomes a tool of reflection and might even, in selected instances, 
provide new and original insights into how to overcome grief regarding death and dying, how to create increasing 
meaning in life in the face of human mortality, or how to become aware of risk factors regarding specific forms of death 
such as suicide.

Many psychobiographies explore the lives of extraordinary individuals holistically, across the lifespan and in chro­
nological order (Ponterotto, 2015); however, they seldom focus on the life sequence of death and dying. So far, only 
very few psychobiographies exist that focus on death and dying, such as Yeh and Trang’s (2022) psychobiographical 
work on the Swedish artist Avicii which explores suicide and suicidal ideation in the context of emotional and mental 
distress, dislocations of emotions, and complex interpersonal relationships. Elovitz’s (2017) work also researches the 
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death drive of selected individuals through psychobiography. Recently, Misra and Srivastava (2021) explored suicide 
among extraordinary individuals and related it to happiness and well-being, while investigating reasons for the high 
suicide numbers. It seems that suicide, as an extraordinary way of dying (Misra & Srivastava, 2021; Yeh & Trang, 2022), 
has caught the attention of selected psychobiographers, although the process of death and dying in general has been 
rather neglected in psychobiographical research.

To summarise, it is argued here that psychobiography as a narration of the life and death of extraordinary 
individuals, based on psychological theories, can increase reflection, discourses and new perspectives for psychobiog­
raphers, interdisciplinary scientists and readers of the psychobiographical accounts. This is especially the case since 
psychobiographers have recently called for the practical applications of the “lessons learned” from psychobiography of 
extraordinary individuals to contemporary life situations (Mayer & Fouché, 2021).

Suicide as a Specific Form of Death and Dying
In this special issue, three of the six articles deal with a specific form of death and dying, namely suicide. According 
to the National Institute of Mental Health (2025), suicide is defined as “death caused by self-directed injurious behavior 
with intent to die as a result of the behavior”. Suicide occurs worldwide and is one of the leading causes of death in 
the United States of America (National Institute of Mental Health, 2025). The World Health Organization (WHO, 2025) 
points out that the reasons for suicide are multi-faceted, being influenced by social, cultural biological, psychological 
and environmental factors which can occur at any point across the lifetime.

Suicides can be connected to the political and sociocultural context and the experience of social justice or social 
injustice (Button, 2016). Furthermore, suicide always needs to be understood in the context of the individuals and their 
sociocultural, historical and political background (Staples & Widger, 2012).

Suicide is often associated with psychological pain (Baryshnikov & Isometsä, 2022) or mental pain (Meerwijk & 
Weiss, 2014) and psychache (Shneidman, 1993, 1998). There is a strong link between suicide and mental disorders 
(WHO, 2025). Often there are very complex factors associated with suicide. Risk factors for suicidal behaviour include, 
for example, anxiety, depression, hopelessness and psychological pain, and the differentiation of these emotional and 
cognitive concepts is not always easy to ascertain (Baryshnikov & Isometsä, 2022). In their edited work, Weaver and 
Wright (2009) provide a helpful insight into suicide in different sociocultural contexts, countries, at different historical 
times and in connection with different risk factors. They also offer different perspectives on and interpretations of 
suicide and how it can be understood in the context of war, homicide, medico-legal disputes, and racialised and 
gendered contexts. Previous work shows that the complexity of suicide requires in-depth research and interpretations. 
Researchers may use multiple methodological approaches and theories to increasingly understand suicide in its depth.

Suicide has been researched in prior psychobiographical studies (Citlak, 2024; Hamilton, 2016; Kitching, 2017; 
Kramer, 2002; Smith, 2014; Zanalda, 1968), creating suicide awareness towards a comprehensive and holistic approach to 
suicide prevention and defining protective factors to influence suicidal behaviours. Similarly, another psychobiography 
deals with the life of James Baldwin, an African American author who did not die from suicide, but who carried out 
several suicide attempts and was consumed by suicide ideation and thoughts of committing suicide throughout his life 
(Reynolds et al., 2023). It has been noted in previous research on artistic creativity that writers and poets tend to commit 
suicide more often than artists do, while musicians have the lowest suicide rates (Preti et al., 2001; Preti & Miotto, 1999). 
Hamilton (2016) published an article about the suicides of four famous individuals — Socrates, Cleopatra, Kurt Cobain, 
and Hemingway — and highlighted that often suicide is highly complex and needs to be understood in the context of 
mental health, various environmental risk factors, goal-setting and achievement, as well as in terms of heroism and 
martyrdom, fear of old age and the experience of a potential loss of success and fame when the level of fame and success 
are significant.

The following six articles address the topic of death and dying. Three of them explore death and dying when 
manifested in suicide. All articles use different theoretical perspectives. However, they all use psychobiography as their 
research methodology to describe, explore, analyse and interpret the topic. The next section briefly introduces each of 
the articles in this special issue.
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The Purpose, Aim and Contribution of This Special Issue
The purpose of this special issue is to bring death studies and psychobiography together to explore the lives of 
extraordinary individuals with regard to the topic of death. The idea of compiling a special issue on death and dying 
in psychobiography arose for the first editor while dealing with loss, grief and bereavement due to the experience 
of terminal illness, suffering and loss of close family members and friends. The following questions arose during the 
time of suffering: “How do individuals die?” and “How do the individuals who remain carry on with their lives and 
deal with death and dying and endings of life around them?”. Further questions that came to mind were: “Which 
narrations do individuals construct around their own death, and which around the death of others?”, “Which stories and 
narrations do individuals actually create during their lifetime around their approaching, future death?” and “When do 
individuals commit suicide and if they do, how do the circumstances during their lifetime lead to the suicide?”. Based 
on these reflective questions, I invited my co-editor Professor Paul J. P. Fouché to create a special issue on death and 
dying together with me, particularly focusing on death and dying in extraordinary individuals through psychobiography 
(Fouché & van Niekerk, 2010; Mayer & Kovary, 2019; Schultz, 2005).

The editors aim with this special issue to explore death and dying in extraordinary individuals based on the 
perspective that extraordinary individuals often leave a meaningful legacy behind them. This legacy might assist in 
creating a sense of meaning and a sense of purpose in life, thereby helping when being confronted with one’s own 
mortality (Holloway, 2017). Readers of psychobiographies on death and dying might be stimulated to reflect upon their 
own finitude, their own sense of purpose and their own sense of meaning and might develop a greater acceptance of the 
process of the death and dying of their own life story.

Death is viewed here as a complex and holistic process focusing not only on physical functions, but rather on the 
causes of death and dying, the experiences of it in selected extraordinary individuals, and the effects of their death 
and dying within their living environments. In this way, death is not understood as a single life event but is rather 
viewed as a continuous development process across the lifespan (Weenolsen, 1991). It is further assumed that death and 
dying are transcendental aspects and dynamics of life which affect life narrations but also influence the identity and 
self-constructions of individuals, thereby creating and recreating their lives in the face of death.

Summarising, the contributions of this special issue are multifold:

• It integrates death and dying theories and death studies with psychobiography.
• It explores and expands on theories of death and dying based on description, analysis and reflection on death and 

dying within the life and times of selected extraordinary individuals.
• It aims to encourage reflection in the reader on death and dying of individuals within their systemic contexts.
• It aims to construct a deeper understanding of the interconnection of life and death, with death as a part of life and 

within the environment of extraordinary individuals from a perspective of death and dying.
• It uses different research methodologies in the psychobiographical paradigm to explore death and dying at specific 

points across the lifespan of individuals.

The special issue was stimulated by the questions presented above. The articles in this special issue touch, in part, on 
the questions and respond to them. This issue could be viewed as a beginning point to explore death and dying in 
a psychobiographical context and might be viewed as pioneering work in creating interdisciplinary and intercultural 
psychobiographies and psycho-historical work in the context of the finite life.

A Brief Description of the Articles in This Special Issue
This special issue on “Death and Dying in Psychobiography” aims at connecting psychobiography, interdisciplinary 
theories and practical applications for managing in-depth personal views regarding, and experiences of, death and 
dying. Contributions in this issue connect to articles that were previously published in the journal which relate to 
psychobiography (DeArmond, 2013). The articles explore, describe, analyse and interpret final life stages, dying and 
death in extraordinary individuals, including specific incidents such as terminal illness, fatal accidents, catastrophe, 
suicide and bereavement. Further on, they contribute to investigating how sociocultural and personal beliefs, emotions 
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and behaviours influence how extraordinary individuals deal with death and dying and how their death and dying 
relates to the relationships in their lives, their loneliness and isolation.

The special issue begins with an article by Paul J. P. Fouché on “Heroic death: A melancholic existentialist psychobi­
ography of Jacques de Molay”. In this psychobiography, the author aims to reconstruct the life and death of Jacques 
de Molay (1243–1314), who was the Grand Master of the Knights Templar. The author focuses on de Molay’s heroic 
struggle as a mitigating psychological mechanism against the terror of mortality. De Molay was part of an order of 
knighthood founded during the Crusades in the late 11th century and dedicated his life to the mission of protecting 
Christian pilgrims and defending the Holy Land. He was confronted by betrayal, arrest, torture, confessions of heresy 
under duress and public execution. According to the researcher, de Molay’s life offers an impactful illustration of the 
melancholic existentialist theory of Ernest Becker, who posited that mortality creates profound existential anxiety. 
Salient themes and events were interpreted via Becker’s melancholic existential theory, with particular emphasis on 
heroism. The torture he endured and his refusal to betray the Templars’ ideals exemplify the theory of Becker’s heroic 
struggle against mortality. Instead of capitulating to terror and falsehood, de Molay faced his death maturely, thereby 
achieving existential authenticity and symbolic immortality.

The second article in this special issue is titled “Death and dying in the life and creative works of Camille Rosalie 
Claudel”, written by Claude-Hélène Mayer. This article explores the themes of death and dying in the life and 
creative work of the French sculptress Camille Rosalie Claudel (1864–1943). Claudel was a talented artist and sculptress 
who learned from and worked with Alfred Boucher and Auguste Rodin. In her psychobiography, the author uses 
four theoretical approaches to explore death and dying in Claudel’s life and work: existential psychology theories 
on death and dying, symbolic death theory, Lacanian death theory and Jung’s perspectives on death, dying and ars 
moriendi. Findings show that through her art, Claudel expressed her inner life and many important aspects of her life’s 
journey, her search for meaning, her artistic talent and in-depth philosophical interest, but also her views on life and 
death. Throughout her lifetime, she experienced different forms of death and dying which the author discusses in this 
psychobiographical work on Claudel.

The third article, contributed by Carla Nel, is “Psychobiographical reflections on Marilyn Yalom’s experience of death 
and dying”. Marilyn Yalom (1938–2019) was a distinguished feminist scholar and cultural historian. She documented 
her intimate reflections on dying in several written accounts, partly co-authored with her husband Irvin Yalom who 
is a highly renowned existential psychotherapist and author. Nel seeks to examine Marilyn Yalom’s thoughts and 
experiences concerning dying by focusing primarily on one written source, her diary entries, while living with and 
dying from a terminal illness. The author focuses on describing Yalom’s reflections through an existential psychology 
lens to construct a theoretically informed overview of her experiences. In the focus are her reflections on facing death, 
the process of dying and her insights regarding her transition into death. Discourses are centred on how to fight 
against despair and how to live meaningfully until the very end. This study primarily provides an in-depth existentially 
informed analysis of Yalom’s final reflections on her death and uncover additional themes of her experiences of dying to 
fully explore her insights on aspects such as physical impairment, relationships and separations, and physician-assisted 
suicide.

The following article on “Lawrence Kohlberg’s suicide: An analysis of his final life stage”, written by Vikki Botes 
and Roelf van Niekerk, also deals with the topic of suicide. Lawrence Kohlberg (1927–1987) was a pioneer in moral 
development studies. He fought in the Second World War and helped smuggle refugees from Europe into Palestine, 
dedicating his life to preventing similar horrors from occurring in future. Kohlberg became famous in 1958 after he 
published pioneering research on moral development. However, he died tragically when he committed suicide in 1987. 
The authors use the theoretical framework of Bronfenbrenner’s bioecological theory of human development to explore 
his life. They further incorporate Bronfenbrenner’s proximal-person-context-time model to understand the life dynamics 
within systemic contexts. The article focuses on specific events during the last stages of Kohlberg’s life from 1968 to 
1987 and provides a deep insight into this phase of the end of his life.

The next article, written by Amadeusz Citlak, is called “Socrates’ voluntary death – An essential voice against 
the pathologisation of suicide”. The article deals with the death of Socrates, a prominent philosopher living in the 5th 

century BCE, and uses it as a starting point for a discourse on suicide. The author uses a single-case analysis with an 
interpretive-descriptive approach as a theoretical starting point to highlight how an individual and their environment 

Mayer & Fouché 269

Europe's Journal of Psychology
2025, Vol. 21(4), 263–276
https://doi.org/10.5964/ejop.19961

https://www.psychopen.eu/


interact when dealing with the problem of death. On analysis, the concept of honour shame is identified as an important 
dimension both in ancient Greek culture and in the context of the universal concept of social status. The article provides 
a perspective on Socrates and thereby allows the reader to receive an alternate perspective on suicide and the right to 
suicide.

In the final article, Virag Rab writes about “Death and Melody: A psychobiography of Rezső Seress, composer of 
Gloomy Sunday”. Rezső Seress (1899–1968) was a Hungarian composer and pianist who composed the song “Gloomy 
Sunday”. The song became an international success and, in the collective memory, a symbol of death and suicide. The 
life of Seress, however, ended tragically: he made two suicide attempts, the second of which caused his death. The 
author responds to the research question of how one can interpret Seress’s act and places it in a cultural, linguistic, 
social and historical context. At the same time, this psychobiography uses an integrated theoretical framework by 
applying Kézdi’s theory of the negative code, Wallerstein’s world systems theory, and McAdams’s theory of narrative 
identity (McAdams, 1993). This study proposes a narrative type derived from historical, cultural, and semiperipheral 
contexts, called the tragic semiperipheral self. Furthermore, Kézdi shows how Seress’s suicide can be read culturally. 
Wallerstein’s theory reveals how Hungary’s semiperipheral structural position and instability influence meaning-mak­
ing. The concept of the tragic semiperipheral self helps the reader to understand how Seress constructed his personal 
narrative.

Conclusions
Unpacking death and dying in psychobiography is the core theme of this special issue, which aims to fulfil the purpose 
of bringing death studies and psychobiography together. In focus are the lives and deaths of selected extraordinary 
individuals. The authors examine predominantly historical subjects whose lives present excellent examples to describe, 
explore, analyse, and interpret death and dying in more depth. The authors respond to a variety of research questions, 
thereby aiming to contribute to the existing literature and theories concerning death and dying, with particular focus on 
suicide.

This special issue is a vivid account of explorations of experienced life and death, lived life and death, and narrated 
life and death. It showcases the stories that are created from etic perspectives, and the authors’ minds, to understand the 
life and death of extraordinary individuals in their sociocultural environments and historic and contemporary contexts.

It can be concluded that death and dying, like life, are very much connected to the creating of meaning, sense-mak­
ing and purpose in life. Every life, one day, comes to an end. This special issue is intended to create awareness, interest 
and deep reflection and support individuals to engage with the finitude of life. In the end, it aims to ask the questions: 
How would you, the reader, live your life differently, if you were aware in every second of your life, that it will end? 
How would you care, in every second, about others? Which values would you follow; which actions would you take?

This special issue not only integrates death studies and psychobiography. It also aims to create reflections on 
the life and death of the individuals in their systemic environments and construct a deeper understanding of the 
interconnections and systemic dynamics in our lives when it comes to how we live, which meanings we apply to 
our lives and how we die. The articles presented in this special issue might increase awareness of the finitude of life 
and make a difference in the choices readers make after reading the articles. Through the application of the research 
methodology of psychobiographical work, this issue provides examples of death and shows that dying can happen in 
many different ways and that it is very much connected to us as individuals and to the ways in which we lead our lives 
within our created contexts.

The Way Forward: Existential Psychobiography
The future of the integration of death studies and psychobiography is bright. Future research can further explore the 
individual perceptions of death and dying in individual extraordinary lives, thereby responding to questions such as: 
How can death studies be developed through in-depth psychobiographical research? How do individuals die, and which 
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influences in their environments influence their death? What leads to suicide in the lives of extraordinary individuals? 
How do individuals deal with the suicide of others when experienced during a lifetime?

Various theories have already been used in the sciences to explore death and dying, such as Freud’s thanatology, 
Erikson’s psychosocial stages, Kubler-Ross’s five stages of grief and even attachment theory. However, several of these 
theories have not yet been applied in psychobiographical accounts across times and contexts. These theories can further 
be explored in more depth and refined through psychobiography. Psychobiographical discourses will also need to 
explore the ethical considerations when dealing with sensitive issues such as confidentiality and sensitivity of the topics 
of death and dying and suicide. Because death, trauma, grief and bereavement might be activated in doing and reading 
research on death and dying, the topic needs to be treated with care, ethical consideration and respectful and benevolent 
approaches.

Potential future areas for psychobiographical death studies may involve existential reflection and the awareness of 
death and dying in the lives of extraordinary individuals, as well as their near-death experiences or the experience of 
terminal illness. How do these themes affect the mind at in-depth intra-individual levels?

More research will probably be undertaken in psychobiography and death anxiety, exploring how the fear of death 
influences decision-making in life, major life choices and the mindset throughout life. It is also likely that positive 
psychology approaches may be combined with death studies while using psychobiographical methods. This could lead 
other authors to explore positive psychology theories to be applied to the lives of extraordinary individuals to further 
examine ways to overcome grief, bereavement, death anxiety and create post-traumatic growth and transformational 
spaces in life. Another interesting future research direction would be to focus psychobiographical studies on the review 
of life, on the meaning of life and its purpose, and on the differences between death, dying and suicide in extraordinary 
individuals in comparison to less extraordinary individuals. Do extraordinary individuals die differently to others?

In terms of the future design of psychobiographies, psychobiographers might combine the design of exploring an en­
tire life with focusing only on specific life events. Psychobiographies might become more integrated with other theories 
and subdisciplines such as neuropsychology and death studies, or even epigenetics, to investigate, for example, brain 
processes, death-related thoughts, grief and trauma and their consequences in the life histories of specific individuals. 
This will further require new combinations of psychobiographical research with thanatological theories which might 
include the exploration of death rituals in selected lives, the impact of sociocultural norms and family influences on 
grief, as well as the psycho-philosophical reflections on afterlife from the perspective of extraordinary individuals.

Finally, new research will need to explore how reading psychobiographies on death and dying affect the readers 
of those psychobiographies. Thereby, the writers and readers of psychobiographies on death and dying might ask 
themselves questions, such as: How does the psychobiographical account create a connection to the reader and what 
does the reader gain from it? How are psychobiographical and autoethnographic narrations intertwined, especially 
when it comes to meaning-making, death and dying?

This special issue creates a new level of psychobiography, here referred to as “existential psychobiography” since 
it aims to understand not only the lives of extraordinary individuals, but also the existential core of life: its finitude and 
end and therefore the existential essence of human existence.
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