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  Preface 

 In  The Last Dance: Encountering Death and Dying,  we offer a comprehensive 

and readable introduction to the study of death and dying, one that highlights 

the main issues and questions. The study of death—or thanatology, from the 

Greek  thanatos,  meaning “death”—is concerned with questions rooted at the 

core of our experience. Thus, the person who sets out to increase his or her 

knowledge of death and dying is embarking on an exploration that is partly 

a journey of personal discovery. This is a journey that has both cognitive 

(intellectual) and affective (emotional) components. Thus,  The Last Dance  
embodies an approach to the study of death and dying that combines the 

intellectual and the emotional, the social and the psychological, the experi-

ential and the scholarly. 

 The title   The Last Dance  relates to a book written by Carlos Castaneda 

about the warriors of the Yaqui Indian tribe in Central America. Because a 

warrior can die on any day, the warrior makes a dance of power in the face 

of death. Castaneda says that, to truly live, we must keep death over our left 

shoulder. In other words, death is part of life and, because we can die at any 

time, we should be dancing through life. 

The painting on the cover, The Dance of Life, by Norwegian artist Edvard 

Munch, evokes thoughts of the inexorable, compelling cycle of life. It depicts 

a festival dance on the Asgaardstrand beach on a midsummer night. An 

indifferent moon sheds light on the water while the dancers dance a roundel, 

a ring dance. One woman is entering the dance, another is leaving. There is 

youth, innocent new life, and age.

 We are sometimes asked how we came to write a college textbook on 

death and dying. Lynne says, “It’s as simple as the realization that students 

hated buying the many books needed for studying all of the topics important 

to learning about death and dying. And I hated having to assign all those 

books. One day at the start of a new semester, after getting the usual com-

plaints from students, I whined to Al, ‘Why isn’t there just  one  book that a 

student could pick up and put under his or her arm that would cover all of 

these topics?’ Al’s response was, ‘Well, why don’t we write one?’” 

 So, some years ago, after fi ve years dedicated to research and writing,  The 
Last Dance: Encountering Death and Dying  was born. Each subsequent edition 

refl ects the changes and transformations that have occurred in the fi eld of 
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death studies. This book provides a solid grounding in theory and research 

as well as in methods for applying what is learned to readers’ own circum-

stances, both personal and professional. It encourages a constructive process 

of self-discovery.  The Last Dance  is not an indoctrination to any particular 

point of view but, rather, an introduction to diverse points of view. The values 

of compassion, listening, and tolerance for the views of others are empha-

sized. Readers may form their own opinions, but when they do we hope it 

is only after considering other possibilities in a spirit of open-mindedness. 

Unbiased investigation leads to choices that might otherwise be neglected or 

overlooked. 

 While retaining the popular features of earlier editions, this new edition 

of  The Last Dance  refl ects the ongoing evolution of death studies. Although 

people sometimes think, “What changes about death?” the truth revealed 

in these pages is that much has changed in recent decades and continues to 

change in the present. Because of this fact, every chapter has been revised to 

integrate the latest research, practices, and ideas and to enhance clarity of 

presentation. 

 Throughout the text, we give attention to the ways cultural and ethnic 

viewpoints shape our relationship with death, and there is specifi c discus-

sion of the viewpoints and traditions associated with people of African heri-

tage, Hispanic heritage, Native American heritage, Jewish heritage, Celtic 

heritage, Arab heritage, Oceanian heritage, and Asian heritage, including 

the diverse cultures of Southeast Asia as well as the cultures of India, China, 

Taiwan, Japan, Korea, and the Philippines. In the pages of  The Last Dance,  you 

will also fi nd coverage of

   • Ongoing developments in care of the seriously ill and dying, especially as 

they pertain to hospice and palliative care  

  • Death through the life course, from infancy through later adulthood, 

including a new section on death and the college student  

  • New directions in mortuary services, including personalized funerals, “green 

burials,” and innovative options for body disposition and memorialization  

  • A changing health care system and its impact on dying and death  

  • How the Internet is infl uencing our relationship to death, dying, and 

bereavement in the digital age  

  • Insights about grief gained through an appreciation of the dual process 

and two-track models of coping with bereavement, as well as other models 

that can aid in understanding bereavement, grief, and mourning, includ-

ing discussion of working through grief, maintaining continuing bonds 

with the deceased, and “telling the story” or narrative approaches to 

coping with grief  

  • How achieving the “Care-Full Society” and striving toward the creation of 

“compassionate cities” could improve and enhance our encounters with death    
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 In addition, this edition contains new and updated material on physician-

assisted suicide, remembrance rituals and linking objects, grief counseling 

and grief therapy, horrendous death, the placebo effect, familicide, and the 

death of a companion animal. 

 The study of death is unavoidably multidisciplinary. Accordingly, con-

tributions from medicine, the humanities, and the social sciences are all 

found here in their relevant contexts. Throughout the book, principles and 

concepts are made meaningful by use of examples and anecdotes. Boxed 

material, photographs, and other illustrative materials expand upon and 

provide counterpoint to the textual presentation. Specialized terms, when 

needed, are clearly defi ned. Accompanying this edition is a companion 

Online Learning Center,  www.mhhe.com/despelder10e , designed to pro-

mote mastery of the material covered in the text itself. We urge readers to 

make use of these features. 

  Chapter-by-Chapter Tour 
  Before you begin using  The Last Dance,  please join us for a quick tour through 

the text.

   • In Chapter 1, we look at expressions of attitudes toward death in mass 

media, language, music, literature, and the visual arts. We ask what it 

means to live with an awareness of death, and we explore death anxiety, 

or fear of death. We conclude by examining the reasons people tend to be 

unfamiliar with death in modern, cosmopolitan societies.  

  • In Chapter 2, we investigate how we learn about death throughout the life 

course.  

  • In Chapter 3, we explore historical and cultural factors that shape atti-

tudes and practices relative to dying and death.  

  • Chapter 4 shows how public policy affects our dealings with dying and 

death by means of a society’s “death systems.” Certifi cation of death, the 

role of coroners and medical examiners, the functions of autopsies, 

procedures for legally defi ning and making a determination of death, 

medicolegal views of homicide and capital punishment, and rules regard-

ing organ donation and transplantation are important aspects of the 

death system. An instructive cross-cultural example describing how Japan 

has dealt with ethical, moral, and legal questions involving brain death 

and organ transplantation wraps up this discussion.  

  • Care of dying persons is the primary focus of Chapter 5. Topics include 

health care fi nancing; rationing of health resources; the relationship 

between caregivers and the patient; hospice, palliative care, and home 

care; elder care; trauma and emergency care; death notifi cation proce-

dures; and caregiver stress and compassion fatigue.  
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  • Chapter 6 deals with a variety of issues and decisions that pertain to the 

end of life. Some of these issues and decisions become important in 

the context of diagnosis and treatment—for example, informed con-

sent. Others come to the fore when individuals face a more immediate 

prospect of dying. These include choices about withholding or with-

drawing life-sustaining medical treatment, physician-assisted death, and 

euthanasia, as well as issues involving artifi cial nutrition and hydration. 

Also discussed is the rule of double effect, which may be invoked when a 

medical intervention that is intended to relieve suffering leads to death. 

Some issues regarding the end of life can be dealt with before the crisis 

of a life-limiting illness—for example, making a will, setting up a living 

trust, obtaining life insurance, and completing advance directives to 

express wishes about medical treatment in the event one becomes inca-

pacitated.  

  • Chapter 7, with its focus on how people live with a life-threatening illness, 

gives attention to the psychological and social meanings associated with 

such illnesses and offers insight about the ways individuals and families 

cope with “living-dying,” from the time of initial diagnosis to the fi nal 

stages of the dying trajectory. Discussion includes treatment options and 

issues, as well as pain management and complementary therapies. The 

chapter concludes with sections on the social role of the dying patient and 

advice about being with someone who is dying.  

  • The ceremonies and rituals enacted by individuals and social groups after 

a death form the content of Chapter 8. Death rites and customs create 

opportunities for expressing grief and integrating loss. This chapter exam-

ines the nature and function of last rites, with particular attention to the 

history of mortuary services in the United States. Information about the 

options for funeral services and body disposition, as well as a discussion 

about making meaningful choices, completes the chapter.  

  • Chapter 9 is devoted to helping readers gain a comprehensive under-

standing of bereavement, grief, and mourning. A number of important 

models of grief are discussed, with the recognition that any notion that 

“one size fi ts all” is likely to be inadequate. An understanding of the ways 

people experience and express grief, and of the variables that infl uence 

grief, demonstrates that there are many ways to cope with grief and to 

provide support to the bereaved. The concluding section shows that, 

despite loss, bereavement can present opportunities for growth.  

  • Employing a life-span perspective, Chapters 10 and 11 deal with death-

related issues associated with different stages of life, from early childhood 

through old age.  

  • Chapter 10 includes discussion of children with life-threatening illness 

and discussion of children as survivors of a close death. It provides guide-

lines for helping children cope with change and loss.  

  • Chapter 11 examines losses occurring in adulthood, such as miscarriage, 

stillbirth, and neonatal death, and the death of a child, a parent, a spouse, 
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or a close friend, as well as losses associated with aging. A new section on 

death in the lives of college students has been added for the tenth edition.  

  • Chapter 12 offers insights into suicide and its risk factors, including the 

social and psychological context of suicide and suicidal behavior; life-span 

perspectives on suicide; psychological autopsies; suicide notes; and suicide 

prevention, intervention, and postvention. The chapter concludes with 

advice about helping someone who is in a suicidal crisis.  

  • Chapter 13 broadens the scope of death-related risks and threats. These 

include accidents and injuries, disasters, violence, war, genocide, terror-

ism, emerging diseases, and other examples of horrendous and traumatic 

death.  

  • Questions about human mortality and its meaning are at the forefront in 

the fi nal two chapters of the book. Chapter 14 describes a variety of both 

religious and secular viewpoints, as well as accounts of near-death experi-

ences, to present a survey of concepts and beliefs concerning immortality 

and the afterlife. Whether death is viewed as a “wall” or as a “door” can 

have important consequences for how we live our lives.  

  • Chapter 15 emphasizes personal and social values that are enhanced by 

learning about death. Examples of new directions in thanatology include 

efforts to bridge research and practice, clarify the goals of death educa-

tion, gain an international perspective, and create compassionate cities, 

as well as to improve cultural competence. What does it mean to live with 

death and dying? Bringing together a host of topics covered in earlier 

chapters, this fi nal chapter presents food for thought that can stimulate 

consideration of how a “good death” might be defi ned.    

 For those who wish to pursue further study of particular topics, a list 

of recommended readings is provided at the end of each chapter, and cita-

tions given in the chapter notes provide guidance to additional sources and 

references. Thus, while the text serves as an introduction to a broad range of 

topics in death studies, readers are pointed to resources for investigating top-

ics that evoke special interest.   

  Supplements 
  In addition to the textbook itself, there are a number of instructor and stu-

dent resources available.

   • The Online Learning Center at  www.mhhe.com/despelder10e  provides 

instructors with a Test Bank, Instructor’s Guide, PowerPoint presentations, 

quizzes, and other premium instructor’s content. This premium content 

contains numerous fi les ranging from instructor’s resources on the Web 

to activities an instructor might use such as a questionnaire to examine 

attitudes and experiences.  

  • For students, the Online Learning Center,  www.mhhe.com/despelder10e , 

offers a glossary, and each chapter has quizzes, Web activities, chapter 

objectives, key terms, and fl ashcards.       
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   Additional McGraw-Hill Resources 
    • Craft your teaching resources to match the way you teach! With McGraw-

Hill Create™,  www.create.mcgraw-hill.com , instructors can easily re arrange 

chapters, combine material from other content sources, and quickly 

upload personal content such as a course syllabus or teaching notes. Find 

the content you need in Create by searching through thousands of lead-

ing McGraw-Hill textbooks. Arrange your book to fi t your teaching style. 

Create even allows you to personalize your book’s appearance by selecting 

the cover and adding your name, school, and course information. Order a 

Create book and you’ll receive a complimentary print review copy in three 

to fi ve business days or a complimentary electronic review copy (eComp) 

via e-mail in minutes. Go to  www.create.mcgraw-hill.com  today and regis-

ter to experience how McGraw-Hill Create™ empowers you to teach your 

students your way.  

  • With the CourseSmart eTextbook version of this title, students can save 

up to 50 percent off the cost of a print book, reduce their impact on the 

environment, and access powerful Web tools for learning. Faculty can also 

review and compare the full text online without having to wait for a print 

desk copy. CourseSmart is an online eTextbook, which means users need 

to be connected to the Internet in order to access it. Students can also 

print sections of the book for maximum portability. For further details, 

contact your sales representative or go to  www.coursesmart.com .       
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