
the american way of death revisited
the american way of death revisited and its enduring impact on societal norms, personal choices,
and the funeral industry. Jessica Mitford's seminal work, "The American Way of Death," published in
1963, was a searing critique of the commodification of grief and the often exorbitant costs associated
with funeral practices. This article delves into the legacy of Mitford's exposé, examining how funeral
customs have evolved, the persistent challenges consumers face, and the growing demand for
alternative end-of-life arrangements. We will explore the influence of cultural shifts, technological
advancements, and increased consumer awareness on shaping "the American way of death" today,
offering insights into traditional practices and emerging trends in memorialization and disposition.
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The Enduring Legacy of Jessica Mitford's "The American
Way of Death"

Jessica Mitford's "The American Way of Death" was a watershed moment in public discourse
surrounding death and dying in the United States. Her unflinching investigation exposed a funeral
industry that, in her view, preyed on the vulnerability of the bereaved, inflating costs and promoting
elaborate, often unnecessary, rituals. Mitford argued that the industry had created a manufactured
ideal of grieving, one that emphasized expensive caskets, embalming, and elaborate funeral services
as the only acceptable expressions of sorrow and respect. This paradigm shift from a more



community-focused, simpler approach to death to a highly commercialized one was the central thesis
of her groundbreaking work. The book's impact was profound, sparking public outrage and prompting
discussions about consumer rights within the funeral industry.

Revisiting the Core Criticisms

Mitford's primary criticisms centered on several key areas. She highlighted the manipulative sales
tactics employed by funeral directors, who often presented a bewildering array of choices designed to
maximize profit rather than meet the genuine needs of grieving families. The practice of embalming,
often presented as a necessity for viewing, was scrutinized for its cost and questionable utility in
many modern scenarios. Furthermore, Mitford questioned the societal pressure to spend lavishly on
funerals, suggesting it was a product of an industry that had successfully intertwined grief with
consumerism. The concept of "making the deceased look like themselves" through elaborate cosmetic
preparation was also a target of her critique, portraying it as a way to avoid confronting the reality of
death.

Modern Funeral Practices: Evolution and Persistent Issues

Decades after Mitford's exposé, "the American way of death" has seen significant evolution, yet some
of her core criticisms remain relevant. The funeral industry has become more regulated, with
legislation like the FTC's Funeral Rule aiming to protect consumers by requiring clear pricing and
itemized statements. Funeral homes are now more likely to offer a wider range of services and price
points. However, the pervasive desire for a dignified and memorable send-off can still be leveraged by
less scrupulous operators. The inherent emotional state of grief can make objective decision-making
difficult, and the pressure to conform to societal expectations of a "proper" funeral persists for many.
While transparency has improved, the complexity of funeral arrangements can still be overwhelming
for those unfamiliar with the process.

The Rise of Consumer Awareness and Advocacy

One of the most significant changes since Mitford's time is the increased awareness and
empowerment of consumers. The internet has provided a platform for information sharing, allowing
individuals to research options, compare prices, and read reviews of funeral services. Advocacy
groups dedicated to death positivity and consumer rights in end-of-life care have gained traction,
providing resources and support to those planning funerals. This heightened awareness encourages
more informed choices, pushing the industry towards greater accountability and a more consumer-
centric approach. Families are increasingly asking critical questions about embalming, cremation, and
memorialization, leading to a demand for more personalized and cost-effective solutions.

Shifting Demographics and Cultural Influences

Demographic shifts and evolving cultural values have also profoundly impacted "the American way of



death." As the population ages and cultural diversity grows, so too does the demand for funeral
practices that reflect a wider range of beliefs and traditions. There is a growing recognition that a one-
size-fits-all approach to funerals is no longer adequate. Cultural and religious customs, once perhaps
less visible in mainstream funeral planning, are now more readily incorporated into ceremonies.
Furthermore, a greater acceptance of secular and non-traditional memorial services reflects a society
that is becoming more open to diverse expressions of remembrance and grief. This diversification
pushes against the monolithic vision of death that Mitford critiqued.

Technological Innovations and Their Impact

Technology has undeniably reshaped how Americans approach death and memorialization. Online
obituaries and virtual memorial services have become commonplace, allowing grieving friends and
family to connect and share memories regardless of geographical distance. Live-streaming of funerals
enables participation from afar, a development particularly accelerated by recent global events.
Cremation, once less popular, has seen a significant rise, partly due to its cost-effectiveness and
environmental considerations, and also due to advances in cremation technology that offer cleaner
and more efficient processes. The digital realm now plays a crucial role in the planning, execution,
and remembrance of funerals, adding new dimensions to "the American way of death."

Exploring Alternative End-of-Life Options

In response to the evolving landscape and the lingering concerns raised by Mitford's work, alternative
end-of-life options have gained considerable popularity. These alternatives often prioritize simplicity,
affordability, and personal meaning over traditional, often costly, funeral industry norms. The desire
for a more authentic and less commercially driven approach to death has fueled the growth of these
new paradigms, offering individuals and families greater control and choice in how they honor a life
lived.

Green Burials and Natural Deathcare

Green burials, also known as natural burials, represent a significant departure from conventional
interment practices. This approach focuses on returning the body to the earth in a biodegradable
shroud or casket, without embalming and in a manner that conserves natural resources. Cemetery
plots are often left unmarked or marked with natural stones, blending seamlessly with the
environment. The natural deathcare movement also emphasizes home funerals and a more hands-on
approach by families in caring for their deceased loved ones. This movement directly challenges the
industrialized and embalming-centric model that Mitford critiqued, prioritizing environmental
sustainability and a more natural cycle of life and death.

Homegoing Ceremonies and Personalized Tributes

Beyond green burials, there's a burgeoning interest in personalized memorial services and



"homegoing" ceremonies. These events are designed to be deeply reflective of the deceased's life,
passions, and personality. Instead of adhering to rigid traditional structures, families are incorporating
elements such as favorite music, readings, photographs, and even interactive activities that celebrate
the individual's unique journey. This shift empowers families to create meaningful tributes that truly
resonate, moving away from the often generic and formulaic services that Mitford criticized. The focus
is on celebrating life rather than solely on the act of mourning, fostering a more positive and personal
experience for all involved.

The Digital Footprint of Mourning

The digital age has introduced entirely new ways to remember and mourn. Online memorial websites
and social media pages dedicated to deceased individuals serve as digital repositories for photos,
videos, stories, and condolences. This digital footprint can provide a lasting legacy, allowing future
generations to connect with the memories of loved ones. While this offers a powerful way to maintain
connection, it also raises new questions about privacy, the permanence of online information, and the
evolving nature of grief in a digitally saturated world. The virtual space has become an integral part of
"the American way of death" in the 21st century.

Navigating the Future of the American Way of Death

As "the American way of death" continues to evolve, propelled by informed consumers, technological
advancements, and a desire for more meaningful and personalized experiences, the landscape of
end-of-life practices is likely to become even more diverse. The lessons from Jessica Mitford's
groundbreaking work remain a vital reminder to question industry practices and prioritize what truly
matters to grieving families. The future will likely see a continued rise in eco-friendly options, further
integration of technology, and a greater emphasis on celebrating life in ways that are authentic and
deeply personal. The ongoing dialogue about death and dying is essential for ensuring that our final
farewells are as dignified, affordable, and meaningful as they can be.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core argument of 'The American Way of Death
Revisited'?
Jessica Mitford's updated version of her classic work, 'The American Way of Death Revisited,'
continues to critique the funeral industry's practices, arguing that it still preys on grieving consumers
with inflated prices and unnecessary services, despite some minor reforms since the original
publication.

How does Mitford address changes in the funeral industry



since the original 'The American Way of Death'?
Mitford acknowledges some shifts, such as increased interest in cremation and memorial services,
and the rise of direct cremation providers. However, she contends that many traditional funeral
homes still employ manipulative sales tactics and that the fundamental issues of cost and consumer
exploitation remain.

What are some specific practices Mitford criticizes in 'The
American Way of Death Revisited'?
She revisits and expands on criticisms of embalming for non-medical reasons, excessive casket costs,
pressure to purchase memorial products, and the complex pricing structures that make it difficult for
consumers to compare services and costs effectively.

Is 'The American Way of Death Revisited' still relevant today?
Yes, the book remains highly relevant as concerns about the rising costs of end-of-life expenses,
transparency in pricing, and consumer protection in industries dealing with vulnerable individuals are
ongoing issues.

What role does Mitford believe the consumer plays in the
funeral industry's practices?
Mitford emphasizes that while the industry is complicit, consumers have the power to resist pressure
by being informed, questioning prices, exploring alternatives like direct cremation, and understanding
their rights regarding funeral goods and services.

Does Mitford offer solutions or alternatives for consumers in
'The American Way of Death Revisited'?
Yes, she encourages consumers to research options, compare prices from different providers,
consider simpler and more affordable alternatives to traditional funerals, and to be aware of their
legal rights, such as the right to choose which goods and services they purchase.

What impact has 'The American Way of Death Revisited' had
on consumer awareness and advocacy?
The book has continued to fuel consumer awareness about the funeral industry and has inspired
advocacy groups and regulations aimed at increasing transparency and fair practices within the
sector.

How does the book address the emotional aspect of funeral
planning?
Mitford highlights how the funeral industry often exploits the emotional vulnerability of grieving
individuals, using their distress to pressure them into making expensive and often unnecessary
decisions.



Are there any major differences in the criticisms presented in
the original 'The American Way of Death' versus 'The
American Way of Death Revisited'?
While the core critique of industry exploitation remains, 'Revisited' incorporates newer trends like the
increasing popularity of cremation, the rise of online funeral providers, and the ongoing challenges
consumers face in navigating a complex and often opaque market.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the themes explored in Jessica Mitford's The American Way of Death
Revisited, presented as a numbered list with short descriptions:

1. The Undertaking: Life Studies of Death and the Funeral Business. Thomas Lynch’s poignant and
often humorous reflections offer a deeply personal look from the perspective of a funeral director. He
explores the rituals, emotions, and practicalities surrounding death and dying in contemporary
America, challenging preconceived notions about the funeral industry. Lynch’s prose is both insightful
and comforting, providing a humanistic counterpoint to the commodification of grief.

2. Grave Matters: A Journey Through the Funeral Industry in America. Mark Harris delves into the
often-obscured world of funeral homes and cemeteries. He investigates the business practices, the
emotional labor involved, and the cultural significance of how Americans confront death. The book
questions whether the industry truly serves the bereaved or profits from their vulnerability.

3. Final Exits: The Practicalities of Self-Deliverance and Assisted Suicide. Derek Humphry's
controversial yet influential work directly addresses the desire for control over one's own death. While
not strictly about the funeral industry, it revisits the ultimate act of disposal and the societal attitudes
towards death, prompting reflection on the choices available and the ethical debates surrounding
them. It challenges the notion of death as solely a medical or religious event.

4. The Price of Death: The Funeral Industry's Profit Motive and the Consumer. This title suggests a
direct critique of the financial aspects of death care, echoing Mitford's original concerns. It likely
explores how funeral costs are determined, the pressure tactics employed, and the lack of
transparency in pricing. The book aims to empower consumers with knowledge to make informed
decisions and avoid unnecessary expenses during a time of emotional distress.

5. Our Final Invention: Technology and the End of the Human Future. James Barrat’s exploration of
artificial intelligence and its potential to surpass human control offers a different, yet relevant,
perspective on finality. While not directly about death rituals, it forces a contemplation of mortality on
a grander, existential scale. It prompts consideration of how humanity confronts the unknown and the
ultimate "end" of our current existence.

6. Death and Grief in the American Workplace. This book examines the often-unacknowledged impact
of death and bereavement on professional life. It explores how employers and employees navigate
loss, the societal expectation to return to work quickly, and the emotional toll it takes. The book
implicitly questions the Western tendency to compartmentalize death and the need for more open
and supportive approaches.

7. The Body Keepers: A Journey into the World of Mortuaries. Richard L. Johnson’s work likely offers an



insider's perspective on the practical and often unglamorous work of preparing the deceased. It could
shed light on the techniques, the ethical considerations, and the deep respect some professionals
hold for their craft, contrasting with the purely commercial aspects that Mitford critiqued. The book
aims to demystify a process often hidden from public view.

8. The Culture of Mourning: How We Grieve and Why We Need to Do It Differently. This title points to
a sociological and anthropological examination of grief practices. It would likely explore the diverse
ways societies and individuals mourn, and critically assess whether contemporary American mourning
rituals are truly effective or are influenced by commercial interests and societal pressures. The book
advocates for more authentic and personally meaningful expressions of grief.

9. When Death Goes Pop: The Celebration of the Macabre in Popular Culture. This book delves into the
entertainment and media's portrayal of death, from horror movies to true crime documentaries. It
examines how the fascination with mortality has become a commercialized spectacle, potentially
desensitizing us or offering a cathartic release. It would likely touch upon how this popularization
influences our perception of death and our own mortality.
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