The American Way Of Death Revisited

JESSICA MITFORD

THE AMERICAN
WAY OF DEATH

“Witty and
penetrating. .. it speaks
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The American Way of Death Revisited delves into the intricacies of how American
society approaches death and the rituals associated with it. This topic has garnered
renewed interest as cultural attitudes towards death evolve. This revisitation explores the
historical context, current trends, and the implications of changing practices surrounding
death in the United States.



Historical Context

Understanding the American way of death requires a look back at historical practices and
cultural shifts over time. The way Americans have handled death has been influenced by
various factors, including religion, economic conditions, and social norms.

Early Practices and Community Involvement

In the early years of American history, death was largely a communal affair. Families and
neighbors would come together to mourn and celebrate the lives of the deceased. Funerals
were often held in the home, with the body displayed in a casket in the living room. This
tradition fostered a strong sense of community and allowed for a more personal farewell.

The Rise of the Funeral Industry

As the country industrialized in the 19th century, the way Americans approached death
began to change. The establishment of professional funeral homes marked a significant
shift. The funeral industry began to commercialize death, offering services that were
previously handled by families and communities. This development led to a more sanitized
and professionalized process of mourning.

Some key aspects of this shift included:

1. The emergence of embalming as a common practice.
2. The standardization of funeral services and merchandise.

3. The rise of elaborate memorial services and rituals.

Modern Trends in Death Practices

In recent years, the American way of death has continued to evolve. A growing awareness
of environmental issues, alongside shifts in cultural attitudes, has led to changes in how
people choose to handle death.

Green Burials

One of the most significant trends is the rise of green burials. This environmentally
friendly alternative to traditional burial practices emphasizes natural decomposition and



minimal environmental impact. Key features of green burials include:

e Use of biodegradable caskets or shrouds.
¢ No embalming chemicals.

e Natural burial sites that do not disturb local ecosystems.

Green burials appeal to individuals seeking a more sustainable option and those who wish
to minimize their ecological footprint.

Cremation Rates Increase

Another notable trend is the increase in cremation rates across the United States.
According to the National Funeral Directors Association (NFDA), the cremation rate has
steadily risen over the last few decades. Several factors contribute to this shift:

e Cost-effectiveness compared to traditional burials.

e Flexibility in memorialization options.

¢ A desire for simplicity and minimalism in funeral planning.

This trend reflects a broader societal move towards personalization and individual choice
in end-of-life decisions.

Cultural Attitudes Towards Death

The American way of death has not only changed in terms of practices but also in how
society views and discusses death. There has been a significant shift in cultural attitudes,
influenced by factors such as technology, social media, and the medicalization of death.

The Role of Technology

Technology has transformed how individuals engage with death. Digital memorials, online
obituary services, and social media platforms allow families to share memories and grief
more widely. This has led to:

e Increased accessibility to memorial services.



e Opportunities for virtual participation in funerals.

e A shift in how legacies are created and remembered.

Moreover, technology has enabled conversations about death to occur in more public
forums, breaking down the stigma that often surrounds the topic.

The Medicalization of Death

In contemporary society, death has become increasingly medicalized. Advances in medical
technology have extended life, often blurring the lines between life and death. This has led
to complex ethical dilemmas regarding end-of-life care and the definition of a “good
death.”

Key considerations include:

1. The role of hospice and palliative care in providing comfort.
2. Discussions surrounding euthanasia and assisted suicide.

3. The importance of advance directives and patient autonomy.

These factors highlight the ongoing struggle to balance quality of life with the inevitability
of death.

End-of-Life Planning

With the evolving American way of death, end-of-life planning has become more critical
than ever. Individuals are increasingly encouraged to discuss their wishes and make plans
for their funerals, estates, and healthcare decisions.

Advance Directives and Living Wills

Advance directives and living wills are essential tools in ensuring that individuals’ wishes
are respected when they can no longer advocate for themselves. These documents can
guide families and medical professionals in making decisions aligned with the individual’s
values and preferences.



Funeral Pre-Planning

Funeral pre-planning has gained popularity as a way for individuals to alleviate the burden
on their families. Pre-planning allows individuals to make decisions about their funeral
arrangements, including:

e Choosing burial or cremation.
e Specifying preferred memorial services.

e Selecting a casket or urn.

By participating in this planning process, individuals can ensure that their preferences are
honored while providing clarity and support for their loved ones during an emotionally
challenging time.

Conclusion

The American Way of Death Revisited reveals a complex interplay of historical
practices, cultural shifts, and modern trends. As society continues to grapple with the
realities of death, the ways in which individuals and families approach this inevitable
aspect of life are changing. From the rise of green burials and increased cremation rates
to the impact of technology and the importance of end-of-life planning, these
developments reflect a broader transformation in how Americans perceive and handle
death. Ultimately, this ongoing evolution offers opportunities for more meaningful,
personalized, and compassionate approaches to end-of-life experiences.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'The American Way of
Death Revisited'?

The book critiques the funeral industry in the United States, examining how it exploits
grief and promotes unnecessary expenses associated with death.

Who is the author of 'The American Way of Death
Revisited'?

The book is authored by Jessica Mitford, a journalist and social critic known for her
investigative writing.



How does the book address the concept of ‘death care'?

Mitford discusses 'death care' as a commodified service that often prioritizes profit over
the emotional and cultural needs of the bereaved.

What are some common practices in the funeral
industry that the book criticizes?

The book criticizes practices such as upselling caskets, embalming, and unnecessary
services that inflate funeral costs.

What impact did 'The American Way of Death Revisited’
have on public perception of funerals?

The book sparked discussions about the ethics of the funeral industry and encouraged
consumers to be more conscious and informed about their choices.

How does Mitford suggest individuals should approach
death and funerals?

Mitford advocates for more personal and meaningful approaches to funerals, including
simpler, more affordable options that reflect individual values.

What role does cultural context play in the author's
analysis of death practices?

Mitford emphasizes that cultural attitudes towards death significantly influence funeral
practices and the commercialization of grief.

In what ways does the book remain relevant in today's
society?

The book's insights continue to resonate as discussions about consumerism, ethical
practices in death care, and personal autonomy in end-of-life choices are still prevalent.

What alternatives to traditional funerals does Mitford
propose?

Mitford suggests alternatives such as direct cremation, home funerals, and green burials
as more personal and environmentally friendly options.
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