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funeral industry has changed from small, family-
owned funeral homes to larger, funeral corpora-
tions or multinational conglomerates. Irrespective
of the organization type, the survival of the funeral
industry depends on its ability to adapt to con-
sumer needs. In many cultures, consumers demand
a wide variety of funeral types; people want to
personalize their funerals. In the United States,
death wishes show an increasing rejection of
embalming. Instead, the bereaved may want their
loved one’s ashes made into diamonds or sent to
the moon. A number of Japanese housewives wish
to be buried, not in their husband’s ancestral grave,
but in a collective women’s grave or to have their
ashes scattered under a tree. The funeral industry
is an adopter of cultural and social changes, and at
the same time, a producer of the new services and
products consumers demand. However, the funeral
industry does not craft a fusion of global funeral
culture. Although the funeral industry may export
a ceremonial performance (e.g., exporting embalm-
ing from the United States to the United Kingdom,
Australia, Singapore, Japan, and elsewhere), and
the techniques used are similar across countries,
their interpretation and its value in the ceremony
are unique to each culture. Hence, the funeral
industry will continue to conform to social changes
and consumer needs, while creating homogeneity
in the funerary culture they serve.
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FUNERAL INDUSTRY,
UNETHICAL PRACTICES

Family members are particularly vulnerable at the
time of the death of a loved one to feelings of guilt
and despair. This vulnerability can lead to magni-
fying the processes of rites and rituals involved in
funerary practices. Individuals who are involved
in the for-profit funeral industry know these psy-
chological phenomena and find it easy to exploit
the vulnerable in order to profit handsomely from
providing funerary services.

Widespread ethical problems in the funeral
industry were first highlighted by the 1963 muck-
raking exposé, The American Way of Death, writ-
ten by Jessica Mitford with her husband, Robert
Treuhaft. Mitford’s book exposed a range of prac-
tices seemingly designed to maximize the cost of
funerals. They ranged from outright deceptions,
such as telling consumers that embalming was a
legal requirement, to providing underwear and
universal “fitafut” shoes, even when only the
upper part of the corpse was to be displayed in a
split lid casket. Mitford’s graphic description of
embalming in particular enraged readers of the
book, which quickly became a best selfer.

The public outery that followed its publication
prompted the U.S. Congress to hold hearings on
the funeral industry. Eventually the U.S. Federal
Trade Commission (FTC) issued its Funeral Rule
in 1984, which sought to end the secrecy sur-
rounding funeral costs and the practice of forcing
all consumers to pay for all services, whether
wanted or not. The rule requires that consumers be
given complete and itemized cost information for
specific services to be provided.

Although the Funeral Rule led to more accurate
and easily understood information, i
industry adopted marketing practices ,
represent the funeral home personnel as fries
and supportve of grieving families, apy




decisions for more expensive options. The revised
ractices of a revived funeral industry prompted
Mitford and Truhaft to write a second scathing
indictment of the funeral industry. In The American
Way of Death Revisited (published 2 years after
Mitford’s death in 1996), Mitford adopts a jour-
nalistic technique of accurate reporting with dev-
astating effectiveness. Starting with the task of
identifying, characterizing, and attracting the cus-
tomer base, Mitford derails everything from the
analysis of the ability to pay by the bereaved, the
choice of language in describing the services and
products offered by funeral homes, the procedures
employed in preparing the deceased for viewing,
the range of caskets and their strategic array in
showrooms and catalogs, to the final item: the
vault and the techniques for its sale.

Characterizing the Customer

Funeral directors are acutely aware of the pending
financial resources of families that are in the pro-
cess of dealing with settling the estate of a recently
deceased relative. Some of the resources are pre-
dictable from the decedent’s history of employ-
ment. Minimally they include the death benefit
from Social Security. Often there are paid-up
insurance policies intended for “final expenses”;
larger policies, pension benefits, and stock accounts
may provide a considerable amount of cash to the
immediate family. In a smaller community, the
funeral home owner can calculate with great accu-
racy the available cash and can plan the funerary
services to be offered accordingly.

Language

Funeral home directors are trained in their school-
ing in language calculated so as to build the confi-
dence of the customer in the director’s wise
counsel. An embalmer is now a “dermasurgeon.”
Funeral directors have appropriated the title and
role of “grief therapist,” despite usually lacking
any training in clinical psychology. The industry
from time to time publishes lists of “in” and “out”
words and phrases to be used in grief counseling:
These lists are occasionally revised. Since 1916,
handling the corpse has evolved from “prepare
body” to “prepare remains” or “prepare (decedent’s

name).” Coffins have become “caskets”; morgues
“preparation rooms™; a stillborn child is “your
baby/infant”; the dead are now “the deceased”;
ashes have become “cremains” or “cremated
remains,” and so forth. The word death is not to
be used; thus, a death certificate is a “vital statistic
form.” Graves are “opened” and “closed” rather
than dug and filled. And the deceased have not
died; they have “expired.” Directors never refer to
the cost of the casket but rather speak glowingly of
“the amount of investment in the service.” And
above all, cremation never occurs in a retort or
oven; it is a “cremation chamber™ or “vault”:
“language dictated by sensitivity to the bereaved
relative’s sensitive feelings.”

Preparation of the Corpse

Different preparations are needed depending on the
state of the body upon death. An individual who has
had the fortune ro die suddenly in his or her bed still
looks gruesome: blood pools in the lowest parts of
the body; sphincters suddenly lose their tonus,
releasing fecal matter and urine. Many automobile
deaths are traumatic, involving loss of limbs or head
or torso. Still worse are the results of assault by oth-
ers. Some difficult preparations are those in which
death has followed torturous mutilation. The morti-
cian is thus faced with an enormous challenge to
prepare the decedent for final viewing by friends
and family, seeking to erase the horror resulting
from identification viewing and replace it with a
final image more in keeping with the perception that
“he/she looks like he/she is sleeping,” perhaps the
highest compliment to the mortician’s artistic skill.

Because bodily decay starts rapidly, a decedent
who is to be viewed (and perhaps shipped home
first) must be washed and embalmed. But embalm-
ing, started during the Civil War so soldiers could
be shipped home, is not the procedure of the
Egyptians; its aim is to carry the deceased for the
few days between death and burial or cremation
during which friends and loved ones “say their
good-byes.” “Grievance counselors” solemnly
assure those who remain behind that final viewing
is healthy and facilitates the grieving process, even
though there have been no adequate controlled
studies that provide such evidence.

All this cosmetic work, the replacement of lost
limbs, smoothing with wax and airbrushed colors
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the face ravaged by injury or savagery, 1s necessary
only if viewing is to ocour. And here, soclal custom
and expectarion, faoned v such celebrated phe-
nomena as stare funerals, diccare thar the closer
one can approximare such a specracle, the preacer
the valiue accorded co the deceased.

The Casler

Maviictans are acurely aware that the single maost
prafitable clement in rhe gprimal funeral is the
casker, Caskos and cosmriics arn rssentinl ele-
WICIEES 11 Crl;:ujing the illngion ¢hat ohe clock Tias
boon wound hack 1o belore the drath event, A
decedent woll prepared Tor viewing, perhaps
dressed i a Favorire druss or smoking jackel, hold-
g a Mo or pipe, wearing the rings and kevs and
pins of a liferime of excnplary [earing and sor-
vice, all concribure to che dllusion that be or shie *1s
just sleeping, ™

Morricians” conferences present  cinpirical
research on how the display of caskers may be
sraged to increase che likelihood that a more
expensive model s chosen. The aray s nor by
cost, hut presencs oprions in an order thac seems
i deflece arrencion from price and wwacd appear-
ance and quality. Tendencies to mrn ane way or
another when entering a room hill of caskers
bave hern determined by hehavioral soudies: Az
maosl individuals are rvight-banded and tend w
tarr i thae direceion, more expensive opLions are
placed o the vight of the doar o the display
roon, TFa customenr is |i"ft.—h;1!|H‘]u:&n;‘l, A dome an he
apposite side of e display reom s the preferred
puiul' ul CHTY, S0 it the natoral IL‘.I'H']th.‘.}- [17
turne frst to the e will e ooer by the mare
cHpuisive oplicns,

The Second Casker

A major part of the illusions surrouncdingg foner-
arv pracrices 15 the wea thar decay can be held ac
hay, nor merely chrouszh embalnimg, bur also
through hural in “hermerically sealed” caskers
placed in a brick or concrere vault, sometimes
lined with lead. Individnals apreempg ww these
stracrares usually do so in che belief chat they
jarevent air, warer, worms, and bacreria from per-
ting to the deceased’s remains. In teuch, the vaalo
serves only che interests of the cemetery as it

provents collapse of the soil ahove che casker as
the latrer, and s conrenrs, desenerare.

Cremation

Cremadon of the deceased hecame increasingly
popular afrer the publication af the first Mitford
work. Cremacion can be achieved Tor o fow -
dred dollars and does not require  cashet, The
dead individual can he wansported diecerly From
the deathy bed ro the arematoritm i a body bagr,
Ashes, depending on 1he wishies of the consamer,
can e reimmed o the Fanily in a oo box or in an
nen of almast aony price, Most stares pormirn ashes
ter be seattered i public lauds or buried n a cem-
clory ar cven a backyard.

Whart Is Ethical and Unethical

When it was discovered thar a Tennessee man had
accepred money for crematng bodies which e
had piled up mscead of cremaring, evervone agreed
that chis was unechical. Unfortunarels, i is new ay
BASY [0 SEC Agreement on every praclice hal an
individual consumer may consider unethical,

The major eftore of the FI'C i enacling rules o
resulate the funeral indusiey has heen o stop
deliberate misrepresencarion Iy morticians of facts
and laws. Telling che bereaverd that cinbalning 1s
H |cg,n| 1'(?1]1|f1'f!f‘|11’.‘r‘||2., evrn o L?I'(:lna[l‘if_m, b Con -
har rhe spread of infections discase 1s banned, as
are olher practices such as nor offormys a detailed
prive liseoof unbundled services, DBar the FTC
makes no requirciient that individuals whe seek
nenerary services oot be unduly nfluenced by enile
ar the pressure of pour expectations, long a
requirenent of informed consene in medicine and
liman subjuers rescarch, The cesulr is char, green
the psycholeyrical sophistearon of modern mar-
leetiyr wethods and sales psyeholosy, the funeral
widustry regares wself as echical when it gives the
public whar it wanes rather than che mininom of
what it needs.

The public needs means of disposing of the dead
m such a way thar public bealth is preserved. Ir
neecdy its sensitvities served by proper respecr For
remains. It needs a place and vime Tor Tamily and
triends ta pacher and memarialize the deccascd, 811
else serves the duhious human characieristics of
scatns and making aconement that is o Tare,



that any successful salesperson of real estate or auto-
mobiles practices, and thanks to the Funeral Rule of
the FTC, most practices of the funeral industry do
not fall clearly into the category of the unethical. In
that respect, the caveat emptor admonition is the
remaining protection for the consumer.

The Not-for-Profit Way

Some 200 nonprofit, volunteer-run memorial soci-
eties in the United States and Canada provide
opportunities for advance planning and guidance
at the time of execution of those plans. A small fee
paid to one such society entitles the member to the
services of any society at the location of the indi-
vidual’s death. Most of these societies belong to the
Continental Association of Funeral and Memorial
Societies or the Memorial Society Association of
Canada. They can help structure such options as a
home wake, rental of a casket, and burial without
involvement of a funeral home.

A final option is body donation to a research
medical school. Cadaver donation is intended for
training medical students and advanced study by
medical physicians. Donor cards may be obtained
from Continental Association of Funeral Memorial
Societies, Inc. As a medical school may decline the
offer, alternative plans should be made.

Irene E. Leech and Richard T. Hull
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FUNERAL MusIC

Associating various kinds of performing arts to
the most important events occurring in people’s

lives is a common feature of human culture.
Prayer staging, singing, and dancing are com-
monly met at solemn occasions such as births,
initiation rites, marriages, and funerals, as well as
more specific rites of passage as, for example,
ordination in some churches. But perhaps the
association of these rites and music is nowhere as
frequently met as with funeral practices, except in
those religious contexts where music as a whole is
forbidden, such as in the most radical tendencies
within Islam. Singing and instrument playing are
universally conspicuous. In Western culture,
funeral music has given way to a special musical
genre that is commonly called the requiem, from
the Latin form of prayers dedicated to the deceased
in the Catholic Church.

Specialists in the field of rituals as applied to
funeral procedures generally distinguish between
three types of rituals: (a) rituals of separation: the
deceased 1s said good-bye to by the community as
he or she leaves the realm of the living through the
words of an officiant (e.g., a priest or a prayer
leader of some sort); (b) rituals of translation, from
the realm of the living to the realm of the dead;
(c) rituals of welcome, at the threshold of the realm
of the dead, once again an officiant or a group of
welcomers. Music, accompanied or not by songs,
can be heard at every stage of the whole set of ritu-
als. In the Catholic Church, the rituals of separa-
tion are perhaps the most important since the
contemporary funeral corteges have relinquished
the pageantry of ancient times and that the burial
itself, being held in open air, is rarely an occasion
tor much singing and music plaving. Moreover,
except for prominent people, the funeral ceremo-
nies of today are often reduced to some perfunc-
tory praying and speaking. In most cremation
ceremonies, however, records are played, which are
chosen in accordance with the deceased’s tastes.
This now occurs also in some religious funerals.

Requiems, From Dufay to Britten

At the beginning and at the end of the sung Mass
of the Dead, the officiant begins his last oration by
the words “Requiem aeternam dona ei, Domine”
(Give him/her, Lord, eternal rest). The word
requiem applies to a special kind of mass, to which
many illustrious composers have given their names.
Mozart is the best known of them. But others such




