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The study of death—or thanatology, from the Greek thanatos, meaning
“death”—is concerned with questions that are rooted at the core of our expe-
rience. 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. In writing The Last Dance: Encountering Death and Dying,
our goal is to offer a comprehensive and readable introduction to the study
of death and dying, one that highlights the main issues and questions. This
book embodies an approach to the study of death and dying that combines
the intellectual and the emotional, the social and the psychological, the expe-
riential and the scholarly.

The Last Dance provides a solid grounding in theory and research as well
as in methods for applying what is learned to readers’ own circumstances,
personal and professional. It encourages readers to engage in a constructive
process of self-discovery. The text is not an indoctrination to any one point of
view, but an introduction to diverse points of view. It emphasizes the values of
compassion, listening, and tolerance for the views of others. Readers may well
form their own opinions, but, when they do, we hope it is only after consider-
ing other possibilities in a spirit of open-mindedness. Unbiased investigation
leads to choices that might otherwise be neglected because of ignorance or
prejudice.

While retaining all of the popular features of earlier editions, the eighth
edition of The Last Dance reflects the ongoing evolution of death studies.
Every chapter has been revised to enhance clarity of presentation and inte-
grate the latest research, practices, and ideas. Accompanying this edition is a
companion Web site of activities and resources to promote mastery of the ma-
terial covered in the text itself.

The study of death is unavoidably multidisciplinary. Accordingly, contri-
butions from medicine, the humanities, and the social sciences are all found
here in their relevant contexts. Throughout the book, principles and con-
cepts are made meaningful by use of examples and anecdotes. Boxed mater-
ial, photographs, and other illustrative materials expand upon and provide
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counterpoint to the textual presentation. Specialized terms, when needed,
are clearly defined. We urge readers to make use of these features. 

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 citations
given in the chapter notes provide guidance to additional sources and refer-
ences, including pertinent selections in the companion reader to this text,
The Path Ahead: Readings in Death and Dying. Thus, while the text serves as an
introduction to a broad range of topics in death studies, readers are pointed
to resources for investigating more deeply topics that evoke special interest.

In the book’s first three chapters, we examine the influence of sociocul-
tural forces on our understanding of death. We look at attitudes toward death,
how we learn about death through processes of socialization, how historical
and cultural factors shape our attitudes and practices relative to dying and
death, what it means to live with an awareness of mortality, and death in a cos-
mopolitan society. These first three chapters provide a foundation for appre-
ciating how specific issues in death, dying, and bereavement are dealt with in
distinctive ways by different individuals, families, and social groups. In Chap-
ter 3, we look not only at death in Western culture, but also in Native Ameri-
can, African, Mexican, Asian, and Celtic traditions. Throughout the text,
attention is given to the importance of ethnic traditions in shaping our rela-
tionship with death in culturally diverse societies.

Chapter 4 focuses on “death systems,” showing how matters of public pol-
icy affect our dealings with dying and death. Here you will find discussion of
such topics as the response to disasters, medicolegal views of homicide and
capital punishment, procedures for legally defining and making a determina-
tion of death, rules and customs regarding organ donation and transplanta-
tion, ways of classifying different modes of death into socially useful
categories, how death notification is accomplished, the manner in which in-
vestigative duties are carried out by coroners and medical examiners, and the
criteria that apply to performing autopsies. The chapter includes an instruc-
tive cross-cultural example describing how Japan has dealt with ethical, moral,
and legal questions involving brain death and organ transplantation.

The changing nature of health care, especially care of the dying, is given
detailed coverage in Chapter 5. Topics include the caregiver-patient relation-
ship; care provided in hospices and palliative care, and at home; types of elder
care; trauma and emergency care, as well as social support for dying patients
and their families. Caregiver stress, as well as principles of “care for the care-
giver,” and a discussion of being with someone who is dying round out this
chapter.

Issues and decisions pertaining to the end of life take the focus in Chap-
ter 6. Some of these issues and decisions become important in the context of
diagnosis and treatment—for example, informed consent. Other end-of-life
issues and decisions tend to come to the fore when individuals face the more
immediate prospect of dying. These include choices about withholding or
withdrawing life-sustaining medical treatments, physician-assisted suicide,
and euthanasia, as well as issues involving artificial nutrition and hydration.
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Yet other issues involve matters that can be dealt with before the crisis of a
life-limiting illness—for example, making a will, obtaining life insurance, and
completing advance directives to express wishes about medical treatment in
the event one becomes incapacitated. Some of these may be initiated early in
life but not completed until after a person’s death. These include the settling
of an estate through the legal procedures of probate and the disbursement of
proceeds from insurance and other death benefits to survivors.

Chapter 7 provides comprehensive coverage of how people live with a
life-threatening illness. Attention is given to the psychological and social
meanings associated with such illnesses and insights about the various ways
individuals and families cope with “living/dying,” from the time of initial di-
agnosis to the final stages of the dying trajectory. The chapter provides an
overview of treatment options and issues, as well as complementary therapies
and pain management. 

The ceremonies and rites enacted by individuals and social groups after a
death form the focus of Chapter 8. Such death rituals and customs create op-
portunities for expressing grief and integrating loss. The chapter examines
the nature and function of “last rites,” with particular attention paid to the
history of mortuary services in the United States. Included is practical infor-
mation about selecting among the available options for funeral services and
body disposition.

Chapter 9 is devoted to an in-depth discussion of bereavement, grief, and
mourning. Alternative models of grief are discussed and evaluated, with the
recognition that “one size fits all” models are inadequate. A comprehensive
understanding of the ways people experience and express grief, and of the
variables that influence grief, results in an awareness that there are many
methods for providing social support to the bereaved. Despite loss, bereave-
ment can present opportunities for growth.

Making use of a life-span perspective, Chapters 10 and 11 deal with death-
related issues associated with different stages of life, from childhood through
old age. Chapter 10 includes discussion of situations involving children with
life-threatening illness as well as children as survivors of a close death, such as
the death of a parent or sibling. It provides guidelines for helping children
cope with change and loss. Chapter 11 examines losses occurring in adult-
hood, such as the death of a child, parent, spouse, or close friend, as well as
losses associated with aging.

Chapter 12 takes up the subject of suicide and examines various risk fac-
tors that have relevance at different stages of life. Additional topics discussed
in this chapter include theories of suicide and suicidal behavior, types of sui-
cide, suicide notes, the antecedents of suicidal behavior, and psychological
autopsies. Suicide prevention, intervention, and postvention receives atten-
tion, and the chapter concludes with discussion about helping someone who
is in a suicidal crisis.

Broadening the scope of death-related threats, Chapter 13 addresses a va-
riety of topics crucial for gaining a comprehensive understanding of death
and dying. These topics include risk-taking, accidents, violence, war, and
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emerging diseases, including AIDS, which continues to threaten the health of
many people around the world. This chapter includes discussion of the threat
of terrorism, including analysis of the attacks of September 11, 2001, and
their aftermath.

Questions about the meaning of human mortality are at the forefront in
the final two chapters of the book. Chapter 14 draws on a variety of religious
and secular traditions, as well as accounts of near-death experiences, to pre-
sent a wide-ranging 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
through death education. Examples of new directions in thanatology are dis-
cussed, including bridging research and practice, clarifying the goals of death
education, gaining an international perspective, and creating compassionate
cities. Bringing together a host of topics covered in the text, the chapter pre-
sents food for thought about death in the future and stimulates readers to
consider how a “good death” might be defined.

The Last Dance has been reviewed by professors in a broad range of aca-
demic disciplines. Their suggestions have helped to make this text an out-
standing teaching tool. Formal reviews have been provided by 

Susan Adams, University of Central Arkansas
Joel R. Ambelang, Concordia University, Wisconsin
Lisa Angermeier, Indiana University at Bloomington
Thomas Attig, Bowling Green State University
Ronald K. Barrett, Loyola Marymount University, Los Angeles
Michael Beechem, University of West Florida, Pensacola
Laura Billings, Southwestern Illinois College
John B. Bond, University of Manitoba
Sandor B. Brent, Wayne State University
Tom Bruce, Sacramento City College
Richard Cording, Sam Houston State University
Charles A. Corr, Southern Illinois University
Gerry R. Cox, Fort Hays State University
Steven A. Dennis, Utah State University
Kenneth J. Doka, College of New Rochelle
Stephen J. Fleming, York University, Toronto
Audrey K. Gordon, Oakton Community College
Judy Green, Walsh University, Ohio
Debra Bence Grow, Pennsylvania State University
John Harvey, Western Illinois University
Russell G. Henke, Towson State University
David D. Karnos, Eastern Montana College
Linda C. Kinrade, California State University, Hayward
Dennis Klass, Webster University
Anthony Lenzer, University of Hawaii at Manoa
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Daniel Leviton, University of Maryland
Paul C. Luken, Arizona State University West, Phoenix
J. Davis Mannino, Santa Rosa Junior College
Coleman C. Markham, Barton College, North Carolina
Wendy Martyna, University of California, Santa Cruz
Samuel J. Marwit, University of Missouri
Debbie Mattison, University of Michigan School of Social Work
Marsha McGee, Northeast Louisiana University
Walter L. Moore, Florida State University, Tallahassee
Lachelle Norris, Tennessee Tech University
Vincent M. Rolletta, Erie Community College
Lee Ross, Frostburg State University, Maryland
Rita S. Santanello, Belleville Area Community College, Illinois
Thomas W. Satre, Sam Houston State University
Edwin S. Shneidman, University of California, Los Angeles
Judith M. Stillion, Western Carolina University
Gordon Thornton, Indiana University of Pennsylvania
Jeffrey S. Turner, Mitchell College
Mary Warner, Northern State University, South Dakota
Hannelore Wass, University of Florida, Gainesville
Jack Borden Watson, Stephen F. Austin State University, 
Nacogdoches, Texas
John B. Williamson, Boston College
C. Ray Wingrove, University of Richmond
Robert Wrenn, University of Arizona, Tucson
Joseph M. Yonder, Villa Maria College of Buffalo
Margaret H. Young, Washington State University
Andrew Scott Ziner, University of North Dakota

In addition to those named, many other colleagues and students have gener-
ously shared ideas for enhancing and improving the text. We thank all 
who have offered helpful suggestions about the book through its successive
incarnations.

We also thank our collaborators on various editions of the Instructor’s
Guide, including Barbara Jade Sironen, Patrick Vernon Dean, Robert James
Baugher, and Carol Fern Berns. Our thanks to Matt and Kelley Strickland for
their work on the test bank, as well as for help with the Online Learning Cen-
ter at www.mhhe.com/despelder8. Alma Bell, of Thompson Type, deserves
thanks for uncommonly error-free typesetting. In addition, we are grateful to
staff members at many museums, libraries, and governmental institutions,
who have assisted us in our research and in gathering both text and art re-
sources over the years.

Over the course of eight editions of The Last Dance, we have had the great
pleasure of working with many talented people who exemplify excellence 
in publishing. At McGraw-Hill, among the many individuals who helped 
bring this book to press, we want to thank Mike Sugarman, executive editor
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in psychology, and editorial coordinators Kate Russillo and Jillian Allison;
Linda Toy, vice-president of editing, design, and production for humanities,
social sciences, and languages, along with Melissa Williams and the other
members of her exceptionally talented staff in San Francisco; and April Wells-
Hayes of Fairplay Publishing Service, who managed the production of this
book with good cheer and consummate professionalism. 

To all whose help was instrumental in bringing this edition of The Last
Dance to readers, our heartfelt thanks.

L. A. D.
A. L. S.
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