
jessica mitford the american way of
death
jessica mitford the american way of death is a groundbreaking investigative work that
exposed the funeral industry's exploitative practices in the United States. Written by Jessica
Mitford in 1963, this book critically examines how funeral homes and related businesses
capitalize on the grief of families by inflating prices and pushing unnecessary services. The
American way of death revealed widespread unethical behavior in an industry that was
traditionally shrouded in secrecy and minimal regulation. This exposé not only sparked
public outrage but also led to increased consumer awareness and regulatory changes. This
article explores the key themes, historical context, and lasting impact of Jessica Mitford’s
seminal work. Readers will gain insight into the practices uncovered, the methods used by
Mitford to conduct her investigation, and how her findings remain relevant in today’s
funeral industry.
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Background and Context of the Book
Jessica Mitford the american way of death was published during a time when the American
funeral industry operated with little oversight or transparency. Before the 1960s, funeral
practices were often dictated by tradition and local custom, with few regulations governing
pricing or services. Families were usually ill-equipped to understand the costs associated
with funerals, which created an environment ripe for exploitation. Mitford, an investigative
journalist and member of the renowned Mitford family, set out to uncover the realities
behind funeral home operations.

Jessica Mitford’s Motivation and Research
Mitford’s interest in the subject arose after attending several funerals and noticing the high
costs and seemingly unnecessary services that were standard. Her approach combined
undercover research, interviews with industry insiders, and detailed analysis of funeral
home pricing. By going directly to funeral homes and posing as a consumer, she was able
to document firsthand the tactics used to upsell expensive caskets, embalming, and other
services. Her research was comprehensive, spanning various regions and types of funeral
providers.



Historical Funeral Practices in America
Historically, funerals in America were community-centered and less commercialized. The
rise of embalming during the Civil War and the growth of funeral businesses in the early
20th century transformed the industry into a profit-driven enterprise. Many funeral homes
became family businesses, but over time, larger corporations began to dominate the
market. This shift contributed to the increased costs and commercialization that Mitford
criticized in her book.

Major Themes in Jessica Mitford’s Investigation
The core of Jessica Mitford the american way of death lies in its detailed critique of the
funeral industry’s pricing strategies, marketing techniques, and ethical shortcomings.
Mitford exposed how funeral directors often manipulated grieving families by promoting
unnecessary services and charging exorbitant fees.

Exploitation of Consumer Ignorance
One of the primary themes is the exploitation of consumer ignorance. Most families do not
have prior experience planning funerals and are emotionally vulnerable, making them easy
targets for upselling. Mitford highlighted how funeral homes would pressure families into
purchasing costly caskets, embalming, and elaborate ceremonies without fully explaining
alternatives or costs.

Questionable Pricing and Hidden Fees
Mitford documented the lack of standardized pricing in funeral services, which allowed
providers to inflate costs arbitrarily. She revealed hidden fees for items such as paperwork,
transportation, and embalming chemicals. The absence of transparent price lists and
regulations enabled this practice, which often left families with unexpectedly high bills.

Critique of Embalming Practices
Another significant theme is the critique of embalming. Mitford argued that embalming was
not medically necessary in most cases and was promoted primarily as a profit-making
service. She questioned the health and environmental implications of embalming
chemicals, as well as the ethicality of pushing this service on families without clear
disclosure of its optional nature.

The Role of Funeral Industry Associations
Mitford also examined the role of funeral industry associations, which often resisted
transparency and reform. These organizations worked to maintain the status quo, lobbying
against regulations that would require price disclosure or restrict sales tactics. Her work
uncovered how industry groups prioritized profits over consumer protection.



Impact on the Funeral Industry and Consumer
Protection
Jessica Mitford the american way of death had a profound impact on public perception and
regulatory policies concerning funerals in the United States. The book’s revelations
triggered widespread public debate and contributed to significant changes in the industry.

Increased Consumer Awareness
The publication empowered consumers by educating them about their rights and options
when planning funerals. Families became more skeptical of sales tactics and more likely to
compare prices and question the necessity of services. Mitford’s clear explanations helped
demystify the funeral process.

Regulatory Reforms and Legislation
In response to the outcry sparked by Mitford’s work, several states enacted laws mandating
price disclosures and protecting consumers from deceptive practices. The Federal Trade
Commission (FTC) issued the Funeral Rule in 1984, which requires funeral providers to give
detailed price lists and prohibits certain unfair practices highlighted in the book.

Changes in Industry Practices
Although resistance from some funeral providers persisted, many businesses adapted to
the new regulatory environment by increasing transparency and offering more affordable
options. The rise of alternative funeral services, such as direct cremation and green burials,
can also be linked to the increased consumer demand for ethical and cost-effective choices.

Mandated price lists for funeral services and goods

Prohibition of mandatory embalming without consent

Requirements for clear disclosure of all fees

Promotion of consumer education about funeral options

Legacy and Modern Relevance
Jessica Mitford the american way of death remains a foundational text in the study of
funeral industry ethics and consumer rights. Decades after its publication, the book’s
insights continue to resonate with consumers, regulators, and scholars.

Continued Industry Challenges
Despite progress, some of the issues Mitford identified persist. High funeral costs,
aggressive sales tactics, and lack of transparency remain concerns for many families. The



growth of the funeral industry into large corporate chains has introduced new complexities,
but the fundamental need for consumer protection endures.

Influence on Contemporary Funeral Practices
The book helped inspire alternative funeral movements that emphasize simplicity,
affordability, and environmental responsibility. Green burials, home funerals, and cremation
have gained popularity partly because of increased awareness about the costs and
environmental impact of traditional funerals.

Ongoing Educational Efforts
Consumer advocacy groups and regulatory bodies continue to use Jessica Mitford’s
research as a basis for educational campaigns. The principles of transparency, informed
choice, and ethical business practices remain central to efforts aimed at reforming the
funeral industry.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Jessica Mitford and what is 'The American Way
of Death' about?
'The American Way of Death' is a book written by Jessica Mitford in 1963 that exposes the
funeral industry's practices in the United States, highlighting the exploitation and excessive
costs imposed on grieving families.

Why is 'The American Way of Death' considered a
groundbreaking work?
Jessica Mitford's investigative journalism in 'The American Way of Death' was
groundbreaking because it was one of the first exposés to critically analyze the funeral
industry, revealing unethical practices and prompting calls for reform.

What are some key criticisms Jessica Mitford makes
about the funeral industry in the book?
Mitford criticizes the funeral industry for its high prices, aggressive sales tactics, lack of
transparency, and the promotion of unnecessary products and services that exploit grieving
families.

How did 'The American Way of Death' impact funeral
industry regulations?
The book led to increased public awareness and pressure on lawmakers, resulting in
stronger consumer protection laws and regulations governing funeral practices and pricing



in the U.S.

What is Jessica Mitford's writing style in 'The American
Way of Death'?
Mitford's style is investigative, direct, and often satirical, combining thorough research with
sharp wit to effectively criticize the funeral industry's practices.

Is 'The American Way of Death' still relevant today?
Yes, the book remains relevant as it highlights ongoing concerns about transparency, costs,
and ethics in the funeral industry, encouraging consumers to be informed and cautious.

Did Jessica Mitford face any backlash after publishing
'The American Way of Death'?
Yes, the funeral industry and some critics initially pushed back against Mitford's claims, but
the book's evidence-based approach and public support helped cement its influence.

Where can I read or purchase 'The American Way of
Death'?
'The American Way of Death' is available in bookstores, online retailers like Amazon, and
public libraries in both print and digital formats.

Additional Resources
1. The American Way of Death Revisited by Jessica Mitford
This follow-up to the original "The American Way of Death" delves deeper into the funeral
industry's practices and exposes ongoing exploitation of grieving families. Mitford provides
updated investigations and critiques of modern funeral homes, casket companies, and
cremation services. The book serves as a consumer guide to making informed decisions
about funerals.

2. Death, Society, and Human Experience by Robert Kastenbaum
Kastenbaum’s work explores the cultural and social dimensions of death, including how
different societies manage mourning and funerary customs. It complements Mitford's focus
by providing a broader anthropological perspective on death rituals and the funeral
industry. The book discusses ethical and emotional issues surrounding death in
contemporary society.

3. Final Rights: Reclaiming the American Way of Death by Joshua Slocum and Lisa Carlson
This book offers practical advice for consumers to navigate the funeral industry,
emphasizing affordable and meaningful alternatives to traditional funerals. It critiques the
commercialization of death and encourages empowerment through knowledge and pre-
planning. The authors build on themes similar to Mitford's exposé, advocating for
transparency and fairness.



4. The Funeral: A Study in Ritual and Social Structure by Thomas J. Scheff
Scheff examines funerals as a crucial social ritual that shapes community bonds and
individual grief processes. His sociological analysis provides insight into the funeral
industry's role within society, complementing Mitford’s critical approach. The book
highlights how funerals serve both personal and collective functions.

5. Grave Matters: A Journey Through the Modern Funeral Industry to a Natural Way of Burial
by Mark Harris
This investigative book critiques the environmental and financial impact of traditional
funerals, advocating for natural burial practices. Harris explores alternatives that align with
ecological awareness and simpler end-of-life choices, echoing Mitford’s call for reform. It
combines personal narrative with industry critique.

6. Smoke Gets in Your Eyes: And Other Lessons from the Crematory by Caitlin Doughty
Doughty, a licensed mortician, offers an insider’s view of the funeral industry, challenging
taboos around death and cremation. Her memoir and commentary provide a fresh
perspective on death care, transparency, and consumer rights. The book resonates with
Mitford’s mission to demystify and reform funeral practices.

7. Death Makes a Statement: Funeral Speech and American Culture by David W. McDonald
This book explores how funerary speeches and eulogies reflect and shape American cultural
attitudes toward death. It complements Mitford's examination of funeral customs by
focusing on the communicative aspects of mourning. The analysis reveals how public
expressions of grief serve social functions.

8. On Death and Dying by Elisabeth Kübler-Ross
Kübler-Ross's pioneering work on the psychological stages of grief has influenced how
society understands death and bereavement. While focusing more on the personal
experience of dying, it provides important context for issues raised by Mitford regarding
death care and family support. The book encourages compassionate approaches to end-of-
life care.

9. Body Brokers: Inside America's Underground Trade in Human Remains by E. Benjamin
Skinner
This investigative exposé uncovers the often hidden and unethical practices involved in the
trade of human bodies for medical research and other purposes. Skinner’s revelations
about the commodification of human remains align with Mitford’s concerns about the
commercialization of death. The book raises critical ethical questions about the funeral and
body disposition industries.
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