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The landscape of death and dying has changed.  Today, death most often does not happen in an instant, it is more typically a long process of life mixed in with decline and social losses that eventually and sometimes many years after an initial onset of terminal or serious illness culminates in some combination of social and biological death.  British sociologist Clive Seale (1998) suggests that changes in death and dying have been accompanied by changing tactics for maintaining social life.  He suggests two strategies that that have developed in response to modern death including the development of a kind of therapeutic discourse which is used to transform social losses that occur at the end of life into something meaningful and euthanasia practices where patients choose to alter the exact time of their death to have death of the body more closely coincide with death of the social being.  

The Maintenance of Life is about what has developed in one present-day society to address social death and modern dying.  It is based on a 15-month qualitative study of home death in the Netherlands with general practitioners, end-of-life patients and their family members.  The book develops from two study findings:  (1) that euthanasia in practice is predominantly a discussion, which only rarely culminates in a euthanasia death; and (2) that euthanasia talk in many ways serves a palliative function, staving off social death by providing participants with a venue for processing meaning, giving voice to suffering, and reaffirming social bonds and self-identity at the end of Dutch life.  Through the mainstream practice of euthanasia talk, space has been created within healthcare which helps people live longer as active participants engaged in Dutch social networks at the end of life.  Using direct observation and in-depth interviews with patients, families and physicians, this book looks critically at Dutch euthanasia policy and broader end-of-life practices from a cultural perspective and in comparison with U.S. end-of-life practices and policies.  It concludes with a discussion of what lessons the U.S. may take from the Dutch experience maintaining life at the end of life.
The Maintenance of Life: Preventing Social Death through Euthanasia Talk and End-of-Life Care – Lessons from The Netherlands (2009)
“This beautifully written book, testimony to the power of ethnography, brings much needed clarity to end-of-life decision-making in the Netherlands. Frances Norwood shows convincingly how historically and culturally embedded “euthanasia talk” very often serves to enrich and reaffirm social life, and relatively rarely ends in medically assisted death. A book for everyone interested in how we die in contemporary society.” 

Margaret Lock, PhD

Author of Twice Dead: Organ Transplants and the Reinvention of Death
"This book is an invaluable ethnographic account of dying in the Netherlands, where unique conditions mean that much-needed lessons can be learned by people involved in end of life care elsewhere. The author provides a sensitive and detailed account of the integration of euthanasia and talk about euthanasia within a palliative approach. The detailed account of individual cases complements existing statistical studies of the prevalence of particular end-of-life decisions, providing the contextual information that such studies are unable to deliver."

Clive Seale, PhD

Author of Constructing Death:  The Sociology of Dying and Bereavement
"As a native of the 'tribe' that Frances Norwood describes, I am impressed by the subtleness of her observations. Euthanasia has proved a bone of moral contention and baffling misunderstanding. Norwood succeeds in capturing the natives' point of view in a manner that only an outsider can do. As an anthropologist I compliment her for the originality of her interpretation of 'euthanasia talk' as a way to help patients maintain personhood in the face of decline and to provide family members a voice that honors their central place in the life of the dying person."

Sjaak van der Geest, PhD

Medical Anthropology, University of Amsterdam

“Frances Norwood's The Maintenance of Life exposes an interesting irony in the discourse on euthanasia. While legal in the Netherlands, only a small percentage of people seek assisted death. Euthanasia, it seems, has sparked an unofficial movement that allows for a natural life span where people value meaning-making over a quick escape from suffering; where society hears the cries of the suffering and supports them; and where the self-worth of the individual remains intact inspite of illness and infirmaries.”

Christina M. Puchalski, MD

Executive Director of GWish and author of

A Time for Listening and Caring:

Spirituality and the Care of the Chronically Ill and Dying
“The idea that 'euthanasia talk' includes far more than 'the immediate, the obvious (planning for death)...[but also serves] to affirm social bonds and social life at the end of Dutch life' is a point that seems to a 'native' both right and important.  It corresponds to the Dutch idea that what they have done is to make euthanasia 'bespreekbaar' [discussable], not only in public discourse but also as a part of the social process of dying.”

John Griffiths, PhD

Sociology of Law at University of Groningen

and co-author of Euthanasia and Law in Europe
The Maintenance of Life will not (and is not meant to) change readers' opinions (con or pro) about euthanasia. Instead, it is "for anyone interested in learning more about death in another culture in order to gain some insight into death where you live" (p xxiii). As such, it presents much food for thought. 

Pat Fosarelli, MD, DMin, Reviewer
Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) 2010;304(13):1500

This clear and beautifully written book is the result of a 3 year study by Frances Norwood, an American anthropologist, who moved to The Netherlands and learned the Dutch language in order to undertake it. A key theme of her book is that the Dutch laws on euthanasia enable people to talk about the possibility of ending their lives legally, even though most of them will never actually ask for assistance to do so.  The fact that this “euthanasia talk” happens - with doctors, family and friends - has a palliative effect, she believes, and this in itself helps to affirm social bonds, and prevent or allay social death.

Nan Maitland, Reviewer

World Federation of Right to Die Societies Newsletter
Recent News and Events, 9/17/2010

To write this book, Norwood learnt the Dutch language, lived in the Netherlands for 3 years, and worked with Dutch general practitioners in studying assisted dying at the coal face. It is indeed a thorough, penetrating and sensitive analysis of Dutch patients requesting euthanasia, and a small number actually being assisted by euthanasia.

Rodney Syme, Reviewer
Dying with Dignity Victoria Summer 2010 (149):4
Victoria, Canada

Norwood successfully deepens and clarifies the experiences of doctors, patients and their families with help from philosophers, sociologists and historians (including Dürkheim). The Maintenance of Life sometimes reads like a novel, sometimes as a philosophical treatise, connected with [examples of] concrete practice…  For the Dutch audience The Maintenance of Life is a mirror. Whoever chooses to look in will receive insight into who he or she is. For American readers, this book might give you a surprise about Dutch end of life. Given the policy proposals of President Obama, the publication comes at an appropriate time. Slowly, the drama that an individualized healthcare system causes, with its emphasis on personal responsibility, is becoming more evident.

Rien Janssens, Reviewer
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