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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 ex-
periential 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 Asgérdstrand 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 complaints 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 five years dedicated to research and writing, The Last
Dance: Encountering Death and Dying was born. Each subsequent edition reflects the
changes and transformations that have occurred in the field of death studies. This
book provides a solid grounding in theory and research as well as in methods for ap-
plying what is learned to readers’ own circumstances, both personal and professional.
It encourages a constructive process of self-discovery. The Last Dance is not an indoc-
trination to any particular point of view but, rather, an introduction to diverse points
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of view. The values of compassion, listening, and tolerance for the views of others are
emphasized. 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 in-
vestigation 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 reflects the ongoing evolution of death studies. Although people some-
times 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 specific discussion of the viewpoints
and traditions associated with people of African heritage, Hispanic heritage, Native
American heritage, Jewish heritage, Celtic heritage, Arab heritage, Oceanian heri-
tage, 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 find 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
section on death and the college student

* New directions in mortuary services, including personalized funerals, “green buri-
als,” and innovative options for body disposition and memorialization

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

¢ How the Internet and social media are influencing 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, including 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 “com-
passionate cities” could improve and enhance our encounters with death

In addition, this edition contains new and updated material on organ donation,
grieving through social media, AIDS, physician-assisted death, use of opioids and medic-
inal marijuana in pain management, and school shootings and mass killings. Throughout
this edition, there are updated statistics and changes reflecting new DSM-5 information.

The study of death is unavoidably multidisciplinary. Accordingly, contributions
from medicine, the humanities, and the social sciences are all found here in their rel-
evant 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. Special-
ized terms, when needed, are clearly defined. We also urge readers to make use of the
online resources described in the “Connect” section.



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, lan-
guage, 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, cos-
mopolitan 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 attitudes 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.” Certification of death, the role of coroners
and medical examiners, the functions of autopsies, procedures for legally defining
and making a determination of death, medicolegal views of homicide and capital
punishment, and rules regarding organ donation and transplantation are import-
ant 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
financing; rationing of health resources; the relationship between caregivers and the
patient; hospice, palliative care, and home care; elder care; trauma and emergency
care; death notification procedures; and caregiver stress and compassion fatigue.

» 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 diag-
nosis and treatment—for example, informed consent. Others come to the fore
when individuals face a more immediate prospect of dying. These include choices
about withholding or withdrawing life-sustaining medical treatment, physician-
assisted death, and euthanasia, as well as issues involving artificial 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 insur-
ance, and completing advance directives to express wishes about medical treat-
ment in the event one becomes incapacitated.

» 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 final 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
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expressing grief and integrating loss. This chapter examines the nature and func-
tion 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.

e Chapter 9 is devoted to helping readers gain a comprehensive understanding of
bereavement, grief, and mourning. A number of important models of grief are dis-
cussed, with the recognition that any notion that “one size fits all” is likely to be
inadequate. An understanding of the ways people experience and express grief,
and of the variables that influence 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 dis-
cussion of children as survivors of a close death. It provides guidelines for helping
children cope with change and loss.

e Chapter 11 examines losses occurring in adulthood, such as miscarriage, still-
birth, and neonatal death, and the death of a child, a parent, a spouse, or a close
friend, as well as losses associated with aging.

e 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, inter-
vention, and postvention. The chapter concludes with advice about helping some-
one 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, terrorism, emerging dis-
eases, and other examples of horrendous and traumatic death.

¢ Questions about human mortality and its meaning are at the forefront in the final
two chapters of the book. Chapter 14 describes a variety of both religious and
secular viewpoints, as well as accounts of near-death experiences, to present a sur-
vey 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.

e Chapter 15 emphasizes personal and social values that are enhanced by learning
about death. Examples of new directions in thanatology include efforts to
increase the interaction between research and practice, clarify the goals of death
education, 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 final
chapter presents food for thought that can stimulate consideration of how a
“good death” might be defined.

For those who wish to pursue further study of particular topics, a list of recom-
mended readings is provided at the end of each chapter, and citations given in the
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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 topics that evoke special interest.

This edition is available online with Connect, McGraw-Hill Education’s inte-
grated assignment and assessment platform. Connect also offers SmartBook for the
new edition, which is the first adaptive reading experience proven to improve grades
and help students study more effectively. Ancillary content for The Last Dance is also
available through Connect and through www.mhhe.com/despelderlle. These
resources include the following:

» For instructors, Connect provides a Test Bank, Instructor’s Guide, PowerPoint
presentations, quizzes, and other premium content—ranging from Web resources
to activities an instructor might use, such as a questionnaire to examine attitudes
and experiences.

» For students, resources include a glossary, chapter quizzes, and web activities.
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Reflecting on death is often avoided, and yet it may offer a greater appreciation of the life we have.



CHAPTER 1

Attitudes Toward Death:
A Climate of Change

D ead end. Dead on. Dead center. Dead heat. Deadwood. Deadbeat. Dead tired. Dead stop. Deadline.
Dead reckoning. Deadlock. Dead ahead.

Look at some of the connotations of the word dead in the English language. Are they positive or
negative? There is no place to go when you get to a dead end, and there are usually unpleasant conse-
quences when you miss a deadline. In contrast, however, dead reckoning gives us direction to a place
where we are going.

This bit of linguistic exploration points up a paradox involved in the study of death and dying.
How is our social world, our culture, set up to deal with death and the dead? Do we, consciously or
unconsciously, relate to death as something to avoid? Or does death capture our attention as a defining
moment, worthy of reflection and deliberate thought?

Of all human experiences, none is more overwhelming in its implications than death. Yet, we tend
to relegate death to the periphery of our lives, as if it can be kept “out of sight, out of mind.”! A first
step toward gaining new choices about death is to recognize that avoiding thinking about it estranges
us from an integral aspect of human life. As one writer says, “The moment we begin to be we are old
enough to die.”?

The study of death can “lead us to take seriously our finitude, our mortality, as something that
provides significance to our lives.”? Formally, thanatology is defined as the study of the facts or events

of death and the social and psychological mechanisms for dealing with them. The word is a linguistic
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heir of Thanatos from Greek mythology, where it is generally understood as a refer-
ence to “the personification of death.” A practical definition of thanatology includes
ethical and moral questions, as well as cultural considerations. It is concerned not
only with medicine and philosophy, but also with many other disciplines: history,
psychology, sociology, and comparative religion, to name a few. In a commencement
address at Stanford University, Apple founder Steve Jobs, who died on October 5,
2011, at fifty-six years of age, said, “Death is very likely the single best invention of
life.” He called it “life’s change agent.”

Expressions of Attitudes Toward Death

Direct, firsthand experience with death is rare. Nevertheless, death has a significant
place in our social and cultural worlds. This is revealed through the manner in which
death is portrayed by the mass media and in the language people use when talking
about death, as well as in music, literature, and the visual arts. Notice how these var-
ied expressions reveal thoughts and feelings about death, both individually and
culturally.

Mass Media

Modern communication technology makes us all survivors of death as news of
disasters, accidents, violence, and war is flashed around the world. When situations
involve a perceived threat, people turn to the mass media for information. On Septem-
ber 11, 2001, for example, more than two billion people worldwide watched the
attacks in real time or watched news reports about the attacks.’ The Internet not only
increases the speed at which news is reported, it also allows us to follow along with
updates from international news agencies and comments from social media giving
further details and opinion.® What do these secondhand sources tell us about death
and dying?

In the News

When you read the newspaper or an online news source, what kinds of encoun-
ters with death vie for your attention? You are likely to find an assortment of acci-
dents, murders, suicides, and disasters involving sudden, violent deaths. A school
shooting takes place, and the news is announced with banner headlines. You see
a story describing how a family perished when trapped inside their burning home, or
a story describing how a family’s vacation came to an untimely end due to a fatal col-
lision on the interstate.

Then there are the deaths of the famous, which are likely to be announced on the
front pages, followed soon by feature-length obituaries. Prefaced by headlines, obituar-
ies send a message about the newsworthiness editors attribute to the deaths of famous
people. News organizations maintain files of pending obituaries for individuals whose
deaths are considered newsworthy, and these obituaries are kept updated so they are
ready when the occasion demands.

In contrast, the death of the average Joe or Jill is usually made known by a
death notice—a brief, standardized statement printed in small type and listed
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alphabetically in a column of vital statistics “as uniform as a row of tiny grave
plots.”” In some newspapers, obituaries for “ordinary Joes” are given more attention
with “egalitarian obits,” which aim to “nail down quickly what it is we’re losing
when a particular person dies.”® Still, ordinary deaths—the kind most of us will
experience—are usually mentioned only in routine fashion. The spectacular obscures
the ordinary.

Whether routine or extraordinary, our encounters with death in the news media
influence the way we think about and respond to death. Reports may have less to do
with the event than with how that event is perceived. This point is illustrated by Jack
Lule in his description of how black activist Huey Newton’s death was reported in
newspapers across the country.” Newton had a public career spanning two decades,
yet most reports focused on the violent nature of Newton’s death while ignoring other
aspects of his life.

People look to the media not only for information about events but also for
clues about their meaning. This can present problems in determining what is
appropriate to report in stories that involve death and survivors’ grief. Media cov-
erage of horrific deaths sometimes leads to “revictimization” or “second trauma”
after the initial trauma of the event itself. Reporters may seek to capture the expe-
rience of a tragedy at the expense of victims or their survivors. The journalistic
stance “If it bleeds, it leads” often sets priorities. Do the media help us explore the
meaning of death or merely seek to grab our attention with sensational news
flashes? Robert Fulton and Greg Owen point out that the media may “submerge
the human meaning of death while depersonalizing the event further by sandwich-
ing actual reports of loss of life between commercials or other mundane items.”!°
The distinction between public event and private loss sometimes blurs, and the grief
experienced by survivors or the disruption of their lives is generally given little
attention.

Deaths from cancer and heart disease don’t seem to interest us as much as deaths
from plane crashes, roller coaster mishaps, or mountain lion attacks. Bizarre or dra-
matic exits grab our attention. Although the odds of dying from heart disease are
about 1 in 4,'' we seem more fascinated by death from bee stings (1 in 62,950),
lightning (1 in 81,701), or fireworks (1 in 479,992).12

Media experts say that the “reality violence” on TV news really began with cover-
age of the Vietnam War, starting in the late 1950s."3 As a “living-room” war, replete
with daily doses of violent images for more than a decade, it would exert a lasting
influence on how news is presented. Viewers were given a succession of violent
images: wartime casualties both friend and foe, the execution of a Viet Cong lieu-
tenant by gunshot to the head on a Saigon street, pictures of napalmed children, and
images of a burning monk. This is “action news,” and it is a marketable format that
flourishes with such events as school shootings and the public death of a man on
a Los Angeles overpass who, retrieving a shotgun, “blasted half his head away as
police and news choppers hovered above.”'* Allan Kellehear says, “There is no short-
age of death reportage in the media ... however, what passes for death is frequently
merely violence.”’> He adds: “As long as death and loss appear in newspapers and TV
programmes in the context of ‘problems’ and ‘tragedies,” our understanding of these
will be coloured by these terms and concepts.”!®
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Media analyst George Gerbner observes that depictions of death in the mass
media are often embedded in a structure of violence that conveys “a heightened sense
of danger, insecurity, and mistrust.”'” Such depictions reflect what Gerbner and his
colleagues call a “mean world syndrome,” in which the symbolic use of death contrib-
utes to an “irrational dread of dying and thus to diminished vitality and self-direction
in life.”

According to Gerbner, the effect of violent images in the media is not to cause
viewers to become more violent themselves; rather, viewers are likely to perceive the
world as a frightening and scary place, a place of murder and mayhem, disease and
plague, threats of war, a world populated by psychotic Killers, child abductors, terror-
ists, and threatening animals. This perception of a mean world in which predators of
every stripe—and every species—appear forever on the loose and in attack mode cre-
ates a sense of anxiety and fear that is out of proportion with reality.'®

Entertaining Death

Television’s influence on our lives is well established. Programs such as Six Feet
Under, Bones, and CSI may challenge certain taboos surrounding death, but this inter-
est in death and dying mainly serves to make the corpse what some commentators
call the new “porn star” of popular culture.'® Seldom do images portrayed in the mass
media enhance our understanding of death by dealing with such real-life topics as how
people cope with a loved one’s death or confront their own dying.

Besides its appearance in movies of the week and on crime and adventure series,
death is a staple of newscasts (typically, several stories involving death are featured in
each broadcast), nature programs (death in the animal kingdom), children’s cartoons
(caricatures of death), soap operas (which seem always to have some character dying),
sports (with descriptions such as “the ball is dead” and “the other team is killing them™),
and religious programs (with theological and anecdotal mention of death). Despite this,
the lack of stories depicting realistic themes portraying death, dying, and bereavement
has been characterized as “an impoverishment of death symbolism” in the media.2°

Turning to programming directed toward children, recall cartoon depictions of
death. Daffy Duck is pressed to a thin sheet by a steamroller, only to pop up again
a moment later. Elmer Fudd aims his shotgun at Bugs Bunny, pulls the trigger, bang!
Bugs, unmarked by the rifle blast, clutches his throat, spins around several times, and
mutters, “It’s all getting dark now, Elmer.... I'm going....” Bugs falls to the ground,
both feet still in the air. As his eyes close, his feet finally hit the dirt. But wait! Now
Bugs pops up, good as new. Reversible death!

Consider the western, which mutes the reality of death by describing the bad guy
as “kicking the bucket”—relegated, no doubt, to Boot Hill at the edge of town, where
the deceased “pushes up daisies.” The camera pans from the dying person’s face to
a close-up of hands twitching—then all movement ceases as the person’s breathing
fades away in perfect harmony with the musical score. Or, more likely, the death is
violent: the cowboy gunfight at the OK Corral, high noon. The gent with the slower
draw is hit, reels, falls, his body convulsing into cold silence.

People who have been present as a person dies describe a very different picture.
Many recall the gurgling, gasping sounds as the last breath rattles through the throat;
the changes in body color as flesh tones tinge blue; the feeling of a once warm and



Expressions of Attitudes Toward Death 7

33 One of the first things we teach to journalism students in the USA is to use “died” instead
of “passed away” or “departed this life,” which is how most people can tell the difference
between an obituary written by the funeral director and one written by a newspaper staff
member. Even in American English, it seems nearly disrespectful to go to such lengths to
avoid saying the obvious; when my time comes, I hope to have pre-written my own obit,
which will say something to the effect that “Old Man Wilcox is dead. He has ceased to be.
He has expired and gone to meet his maker. He is a stiff. Bereft of life, he rests in peace.
Services will be held on Wednesday; cocktails will be served.”

Harlow Wilcox?!

flexible body growing cold and flaccid. Surprised by the reality, they say, “Death is
not at all what I thought it would be like; it doesn’t look or sound or feel like anything
I see on television or in movies!”

Unrealistic portrayals of violent death fail to show real harm to victims, their
pain, or appropriate punishment for perpetrators.

Thrillers featuring extreme violence and what has been called death porn have
become a profitable genre for moviemakers. The road to more “blood and gore” in
popular films was paved in part by the success of classic “slasher” or “dead teenager”
movies, like Nightmare on Elm Street (1984), which included point-of-view shots from
the Kkiller’s perspective. In traditional horror films, the audience viewed the action
through the eyes of the victim and thus identified with his or her fate. In slasher films,
howeyver, viewers are asked to identify with the attacker. (A similar form of identifica-
tion can be found in violent video games.) The depictions of violence in such movies
suggest that residual tendencies from our evolutionary background may attract human
beings to “exhibitions of brutality and terror.”2

Not all death-related movies have highlighted violence. Although zombie movies
have been around since the 1930s, they have enjoyed a massive resurgence in popular-
ity, expanding to entire marketing packages that may include video games, apps, toys,
and clothing. The zombie genre has also developed beyond horror and thriller styles
to distinct subgenres for comedy, romance, and science fiction. Exploring the worlds
of zombies and the undead allows us to consider the place between life and afterlife.??

When told of his grandfather’s death, one contemporary seven-year-old asked,
“Who did it to him?” Death is generally portrayed on television or in movies as com-
ing from outside, often violently, reinforcing the notion that dying is something that
happens to us, rather than something we do. Death is an accidental rather than a natu-
ral process. As our firsthand experiences of death and violence have diminished, repre-
sentations of death and violence in the media have increased in sensationalism.

Movies engage our psychological faculties in profound and unique ways.?* In think-
ing about the films, DVDs, and television programs you’ve watched recently, what are
your observations about the ratio of positive and negative images of dying and death?

Language
Listen to the language people use when talking about dying or death, and you are

likely to discover that it is often indirect. The words dead and dying tend to be avoided;
instead, loved ones “pass away,” embalming is “preparation,” the deceased is “laid to
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TABLE 1-1 Death Talk: Metaphors, Euphemisms, and Slang

Croaked

Kicked the bucket
Gone

Expired
Succumbed

Left us

Lost

Wasted

Checked out

Laid to rest
Pushing up daisies
Called home

Was a goner

Bit the dust
Annihilated
Liquidated
Terminated

Gave up the ghost
Rubbed out
Snuffed

Bit the grass

Took the last journey

No longer with us
Taking the dirt nap
In the great beyond
On the other side
Asleep in Christ
Departed
Transcended
Bought the farm
With the angels
Cashed in

Crossed over Jordan
Perished

Ate it

It was curtains

Out of his/her misery
Ended it all

Resting in peace
Dropped the body
That was all she wrote
Joined the ancestors
Subject just fataled
Gone west

rest,” burial becomes “interment,” the corpse is “remains,” the tombstone is a “monu-
ment,” and the undertaker is transformed into a “funeral director.” Such euphemisms—
substitutions of indirect or vague words and phrases for ones considered harsh or
blunt—tend to suggest a well-choreographed production surrounding the dead.
Hannelore Wass, a pioneering death educator, notes that euphemisms substituting for
plain-spoken “D words” turn up even in the language of death and dying experts as
terminal care becomes “palliative care,” and dying patients are described as “life
threatened.”> Death may be described as “a negative patient-care outcome” and an
airline crash as an “involuntary conversion of a 727.7%

When plain talk about death is subverted by substitutions, reality is devalued and
depersonalized. For example, description of the horror of death in war is often
cloaked by euphemisms—individuals killed in battle are described in terms of “body
counts” and civilian deaths are termed “collateral damage.” The language people use
when talking about death often reflects a desire to avoid blunt reality. Euphemisms,
metaphors, and slang make up a large part of death talk (see Table 1-1).

However, the use of euphemism and metaphor does not always imply an impulse to
deny the reality of death or avoid talking about it. These linguistic devices are also used
to communicate subtler or deeper meanings than those associated with plainer speech.
For example, terms like passing or passing on may convey an understanding of death as
a spiritual transition, especially among members of some religious and ethnic traditions.
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Similarly, sympathy cards provide a way for people to express condolences to
the bereaved without directly mentioning death.?” Some cards refer to death meta-
phorically, as in sentiments like “What is death but a long sleep?” while others appar-
ently deny it in verses like “He is not dead, he is just away.” Images of sunsets and
flowers create an impression of peace, quiet, and perhaps a return to nature. The fact
of bereavement, losing a loved one by death, is generally mentioned within the con-
text of memories or the healing process of time. It is interesting to check the greeting-
card rack to see if you can find a card that plainly uses the word dead or death. By
acknowledging loss in a gentle fashion, sympathy cards are intended to comfort the
bereaved.

After someone dies, our conversations about that person usually move from pres-
ent tense to past tense: “He was fond of music,” “She was a leader in her field.” Using
this form of speech, which grammarians term the indicative voice, is a way of acknowl-
edging the reality of death while distancing us from the dead. One way to continue to
include the “voice” of the deceased in present circumstances lies in the use of the
subjunctive, which has been described as the mode of “as if,” of what “might be” or
“could have been.” It is a “zone of possibility,” rather than certainty.?® We hear exam-
ples of this when people say things like “He would have been proud of you” or “She
would have enjoyed this gathering tonight.”

Language usage also tells us something about the intensity and immediacy of
a person’s encounter with death, as in the form of “danger of death” narratives—
stories about close calls with death. In such stories, a shift in tense typically occurs
when the narrator reaches the crucial point in his or her story, the point when death
seems imminent and unavoidable. Consider the following example: A man who had
experienced a frightening incident while driving in a snowstorm began telling his
story in the past tense as he described the circumstances. As he came to the point
when his car went out of control on an icy curve and began to slide into the opposing
lane of traffic, however, he abruptly switched to the present tense, as if he were reliv-
ing the experience of watching an oncoming car heading straight for him and believ-
ing in that moment that he was about to die.?’

Word choices can also reflect changes in how a death event is experienced at
different times. For example, after a disaster occurs, as the focus of rescue efforts
changes, so does the language used to describe the work of emergency personnel
and search-and-rescue teams. As hours stretch into days, rescue work becomes
recovery work.

Scholars point out that language appears to influence many aspects of human
thought. In fact, what we normally call “thinking” is a complex set of collaborations
between linguistic and nonlinguistic representations and processes.’° Look again at
the words and phrases used in death talk (see Table 1-1). Notice how language offers
clues about the manner of death and the speaker’s attitude toward the death. Subtle
distinctions may reflect different attitudes, sometimes involving cultural frameworks.
Consider, for instance, the difference between passed away and passed on. Paying
attention to the euphemisms, metaphors, slang, and other linguistic devices people
use when talking about death is a way to appreciate the variety and range of attitudes
toward dying and death.





