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Abstract 

This paper explores the intersection of capitalism, cultural diversity, and changing 

societal norms in shaping modern death practices in the United States. Historically rooted in 

communal and spiritual rituals, death has increasingly become a commodified experience 

dictated by the profit motives of the multi-billion-dollar funeral industry. The paper examines the 

historical evolution of American deathcare, from intimate, family-driven funerals to 

professionalized services, and critiques the industry's role in transforming grief into a behavioral 

marketplace. It also investigates the impact of cultural pluralism, showing how immigrant 

communities adapt and hybridize traditional mourning practices within a system that often 

appropriates and commercializes these rituals. Furthermore, the rise of secularization, 

individualism, and digital technologies has reframed mourning as a highly personalized but 

increasingly transactional process, often detached from its communal and sacred origins. The 

study highlights the ethical, emotional, and environmental consequences of commodifying death 

by drawing on anthropological theories of ritual, commodification, and cultural hybridity, as well 

as data from historical, cultural, and economic analyses. It argues that while capitalism 

democratizes access to certain innovations, such as eco-conscious or customizable funerals, it 

also exacerbates inequities, leaving low-income families vulnerable to financial exploitation. 

Ultimately, this paper calls for reevaluating death rituals to reclaim their sacred and communal 

dimensions in the face of growing consumerism and market-driven inequalities, posing critical 

questions about what it means to live, die, and mourn in contemporary society. 

Introduction 

Death is a universal constant. Across time and cultures, the experience of death has 

served as a fundamental organizing principle for communities, shaping everything from religious 
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beliefs to kinship structures (Hertz 1960). Scholars such as Robert Hertz recognize death as not 

merely a biological event but a cultural and ritualized phenomenon marked by complex systems 

of mourning, meaning-making, and legacy-building. Whether seen as a transition to an afterlife 

or as a final ending, death rituals reflect communal values, worldviews, and the relationship 

between the living and the dead. In the United States, however, death has become thoroughly 

enmeshed within the capitalist economy, a transformation that challenges its cultural and 

communal dimensions. 

Historically, death in America was deeply embedded in familial and community 

networks. Families prepared bodies at home, buried loved ones on family plots, and carried out 

mourning with little to no economic mediation (Mitford 2013). However, the advent of 

industrialization, urbanization, and the rise of the "death industry" in the late 19th century 

displaced these intimate, community-driven practices, replacing them with professionalized, 

commodified services. Today, mourning in the U.S. has become heavily reliant on for-profit 

entities, with funeral homes, casket makers, and cremation providers marketing grief in packages 

and services (Hari P. Close Funeral Service 2024; National Funeral Directors Association 2024; 

Westchester Funeral Home 2024). 

Paradoxically, while the commercialization of death has democratized access to certain 

technologies and choices- such as eco-burials or personalized funeral services- it has also 

stripped rituals of their sacredness and turned grief into yet another consumer behavior 

(Hochschild 1983). Adding to this complexity is the cultural heterogeneity of the United States, a 

nation shaped by waves of immigration, secularization, and globalization. Multicultural 

communities bring a mosaic of rituals, beliefs, and practices, which often blend into hybridized 
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or Westernized versions of traditional customs, further transforming the experience of death 

(Pentaris 2011). 

This study interrogates two key intersections: (1) the commercialization of death and its 

impact on meaning and accessibility and (2) the evolving cultural practices surrounding death, 

particularly the tension between continuity and innovation. This paper considers the ways 

modern capitalism reshapes death in America by employing anthropological theories of ritual 

and commodification alongside data from historical research and contemporary cultural analysis. 

What does it mean when our final rites are dictated by profit? How do communities uphold 

cultural identity in hybridized, commercialized deathcare systems? The answers to these 

questions reveal much about the contradictions of modern American society, where capitalism 

sets the terms even for the inevitable. 

 

The Rise of the Death Industry: From Communal Ritual to Capitalist Enterprise 

The Historical Evolution of American Death Practices 

In early American society, death was intimately tied to the home and local community. 

The dead were often prepared by family members, with the body lying in state within the family 

home until burial. Graves were dug in small cemeteries or family plots, and funerary rituals were 

simple, dignified, and largely free of economic intervention. The family assumed the central role 

in caring for the deceased, both practically and emotionally, while neighbors and religious 

communities supported mourning with communal prayers, meals, or vigils (Doughty 2014). 

The Civil War (1861–1865) profoundly disrupted these traditions, with vast numbers of 

soldiers dying far from home, embalming became a necessity for preserving bodies during 

transportation. Once a rare practice, embalming grew into a standard feature of American 
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funerals, marking the beginning of the professionalization of deathcare. By the late 19th century, 

funeral homes began to emerge as a distinct sector, promising grieving families convenience, 

expertise, and "dignified" services. This trend mirrored broader patterns of industrialization and 

urbanization, which concentrated populations in cities while reducing access to land for 

traditional burials. Increasingly, families outsourced funeral preparations to professionals, 

shifting death practices out of the home and embedding them within an economic framework 

(Laderman 2005). 

By the mid-20th century, the funeral industry was firmly established as a profit-driven 

enterprise. Funeral directors marketed themselves as indispensable guides for the bereaved, 

offering increasingly elaborate services designed to appeal to a growing middle class. Caskets, 

headstones, flowers, and burial plots were commercialized, and funerals became an opportunity 

for social display as much as an event of mourning (Laderman 2005; Mitford 2013). Jessica 

Mitford famously critiqued this trend and exposed the funeral industry's manipulative pricing 

practices and unnecessary upselling tactics (Mitford 2013). Despite this critique, the industry's 

reach has only grown. 

 

The Modern "Funeral Industrial Complex" 

Today, the funeral industry generates over $20 billion annually (National Funeral 

Directors Association 2024). The average cost of a traditional funeral in the U.S. in 2023 ranged 

between $6,280 (cremation) and $8,300 (burial without vault), including basic services like 

embalming, caskets, and burial or cremation (National Funeral Directors Association 2023; 

National Funeral Directors Association 2024). However, premium options- such as custom 

caskets, scenic burial plots, and lavish viewings- can push costs significantly higher (Hari P. 
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Close Funeral Service 2024; Lone Star Casket 2020). Even cremation, once considered a 

low-cost alternative, has been thoroughly commodified. Families are encouraged to purchase 

designer urns (Oaktree Memorials 2024; Pulvis Art Urns 2022), memorial jewelry made from 

ashes (Eterneva 2024), and "personalized" cremation ceremonies (Seland Funeral Home 2024), 

adding thousands to what was once considered a modest expense.  

This phenomenon reflects what sociologist Arlie Hochschild terms the "commodification 

of emotion," where industries monetize deeply personal feelings (Hochschild 1983). Funeral 

homes upsell grieving families by emphasizing ideas of guilt, respect, and love: "Don't you want 

the best for your loved one? Wouldn't they have wanted this?" Combined with the lack of price 

transparency in many sectors of the industry- which is often illegal (Federal Trade Commission 

2015; Federal Trade Commission 2024), families are often manipulated into spending more than 

they can afford, resulting in financial strain during an already difficult time. The proliferation of 

crowdfunding sites like GoFundMe to cover funeral expenses highlights the stark inequalities 

tied to death in America (Nova 2019). 

At its core, the commercialization of death transforms what should be a collective healing 

process into a transactional experience. The need for dignity and closure remains- but the 

financial resources of the bereaved determine its provision. The rise of initiatives like "green 

burials," while promising, also reveals the industry's continual adaptability. These alternatives, 

marketed as eco-conscious and "innovative," often come at higher costs, making them 

inaccessible to many families (Green Burial Council 2019). On every level, the funeral industry 

mirrors the broader inequalities of capitalism, where even the way we die reflects our 

socioeconomic standing. 
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Multicultural America and the Hybridization of Death Rituals 

The Impact of Cultural Diversity on Mourning Practices 

The United States has long been shaped by immigration, and its diverse population 

includes communities from every corner of the globe, bringing with them deeply rooted death 

practices that reflect their cultural, spiritual, and historical identities (Portes and Rumbaut 1997). 

Death rituals, perhaps more than any other cultural practice, offer a powerful lens for 

understanding how communities grapple with loss, preserve connections to ancestry, and express 

communal values. Immigrant and diasporic populations in the U.S. face unique challenges when 

reconciling these traditions with those of mainstream American culture (Becker and Bhugra 

2005), especially in the context of the country's increasingly commercialized and individualistic 

approach to death care. 

For many immigrant families, preserving traditional death practices is a way to maintain 

cultural identity in their adopted homeland. The rituals associated with mourning and burial are 

often deeply tied to cosmological worldviews, ideas about ancestry, and communal continuity 

(Becker and Bhugra 2005; Gire 2014). For example, Hindu funerals typically involve the 

immediate cremation of the deceased, accompanied by mantras and prayers, followed by the 

scattering of ashes in sacred rivers, such as the Ganges in India (Parks 2018; Sahoo 2014). For 

Hindu families living in the United States, these steps often require adaptation. Cremation 

facilities may not accommodate specific religious practices, and traditional sacred rivers are not 

geographically accessible. As a result, families may perform rituals like ash scattering in 

American bodies of water, blending elements of their traditional beliefs with the realities of their 

new environment. 
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Similarly, Chinese Americans often observe practices rooted in ancestor veneration, such 

as burning joss paper, offering food at gravesites, and observing significant anniversaries of the 

deceased's death (Goss and Klass 2005; Lee 2007). However, limited access to culturally 

appropriate cemeteries, as well as the pressures of living in a Westernized society, may lead to 

adaptations or abridged versions of these rites. In some cases, diasporic communities rely on 

specialized businesses- such as funeral homes catering primarily to immigrant families- to 

maintain their rituals, bridging the gap between cultural preservation and practical adaptation 

(Brulliard 2006). 

In other instances, hybridization emerges not out of necessity but as a reflection of 

generational evolution. For example, among second and third-generation immigrants, traditional 

death practices may remain symbolic or partially observed while being blended with Western 

funeral customs (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2015; Nichols 1997). A Vietnamese American 

family might replace complex Buddhist death rituals with shorter ceremonies designed to 

integrate traditional components (such as offerings to spirits or chanting) into more standardized 

funerals. While hybridized practices may create new, meaningful expressions of identity, they 

can also provoke tension between older and younger generations, as elders may view adaptations 

as the erosion of cherished cultural traditions (Mazumdar and Mazumdar 2015; Nichols 1997). 

However, the persistence of these practices is not always enough to resist the larger 

pressures of capitalism. Once integrated into public or broadly understood cultural norms, even 

sacred rites face commodification- a process by which meaningful rituals are stripped of their 

depth and rebranded as consumable products (Appadurai 1986). 

 

The Commodification of Cultural Traditions 
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Commodification is the process by which cultural practices, symbols, and traditions are 

transformed into goods or services for sale, often divorced from their original spiritual, 

communal, or ritualistic purposes (Appadurai 1986; Hearn 2020; Lough and Mumcu 2014). In 

the context of culturally diverse death practices, commodification unfolds in two main ways: 

first, through market forces that target immigrant communities, positioning cultural death rituals 

as premium services; and second, through the mainstream commercialization of specific rituals 

or practices, which are commodified into sanitized, consumer-friendly experiences for the 

broader public (Hearn 2020; Lough and Mumcu 2014). 

 

Commodification Targeting Immigrant Communities 

In urban centers with high concentrations of immigrant populations, certain funeral 

homes and cemeteries cater specifically to cultural death practices. For instance, some facilities 

market themselves as specialists in Buddhist, Hindu, or Jewish funerals, offering religiously 

specific services such as prayer rooms, kosher-certified burial grounds, or priests and monks 

available for hire (Berge Pappas Smith Funerals & Cremations 2024; Dwyer & Michael's 

Funeral Home 2024). While such services provide immigrants with much-needed access to 

culturally appropriate death care, they come at a high cost. For many families, the prices for such 

specialized funerals or burial plots are significantly higher than those for generic services. 

The commodification of cultural services often transforms death rituals into heavily 

mediated transactions, limiting access to wealthier families while marginalizing lower-income 

ones. A grieving family seeking to uphold their heritage may feel forced to spend beyond their 

means to maintain cultural continuity; meanwhile, those who cannot afford these services risk 

losing not only their loved one but also a critical connection to their community's identity. To 
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some extent, this financial burden perpetuates inequalities across generations, particularly among 

immigrant populations who are already navigating systemic barriers to economic mobility in the 

U.S. (Stanhope and Lancaster 2020). 

 

Cultural Appropriation and Mainstream Commercialization 

The second and more insidious form of commodification occurs when aspects of cultural 

death traditions are appropriated and rebranded for the mainstream market (Intellectual Property 

Issues in Cultural Heritage 2015). One of the most glaring examples is the commercialization of 

Día de los Muertos (Day of the Dead), a deeply spiritual Mexican holiday honoring deceased 

loved ones. Grounded in indigenous and Catholic traditions (All Saints (November 1) and All 

Souls (November 2)), the holiday centers on building altars (ofrendas) decorated with photos, 

candles, marigolds, and the deceased's favorite objects or foods. Día de los Muertos has profound 

meanings in Mexican culture, emphasizing the cyclical nature of life and death alongside the 

ongoing relationship between the living and the dead (Gutiérrez, Rosengren, and Miller 2015; 

Marchi 2006). 

However, the holiday has been increasingly integrated into mainstream consumer culture 

in the United States. Companies like Target, Walmart, and even Starbucks sell Día de los 

Muertos-inspired paraphernalia, including sugar skull-themed cups, costumes, and decorative 

items (Starbucks 2024; Target 2020; Walmart 2024). While these products introduce the holiday 

to broader audiences, they often simplify or misrepresent its intended meaning, turning it into a 

commodity for Halloween sales rather than honoring its cultural and spiritual dimensions. The 

authenticity of the ritual is diluted, and its cultural significance is reduced to aesthetic appeal. 
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This process of commodifying cultural death traditions is not unique to Día de los Muertos. 

Similar trends occur with traditions like the burning of joss paper in Chinese funerals or the 

vibrant Haitian Vodou funerary ceremonies, which are sometimes marketed as exotic experiences 

for tourists (Bauman 2021). These practices are stripped of their sacred meaning and presented 

as spectacles for consumption, often for profit by those outside (though sometimes even within) 

the communities that created them. Undermining not only the deep cultural and spiritual purpose 

of the rituals but also perpetuates exploitative power dynamics, where dominant groups 

appropriate and profit from traditions that are not their own. 

 

The Emotional and Ethical Costs of Commodification 

The commodification of cultural death traditions raises profound ethical questions about 

authenticity, representation, and exploitation. When sacred practices are turned into consumer 

products or sold at a premium, they lose their ability to connect individuals to their heritage and 

community fully for diasporic communities, in particular, who often rely on these rituals to 

maintain ties to their origins and ancestors, commodification risks replacing cultural memory 

with hollow, transactional substitutes. 

Moreover, commodification often prioritizes aesthetics over substance, further distorting 

cultural practices into something unfaithful to their origins. This misrepresentation feels eroding 

for the communities from which these practices emerge- it turns what was sacred and intimate 

into something performative and detached. For consumers of appropriated rituals, it limits their 

ability to truly engage with or understand the cultural complexities embedded in these practices. 
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At its core, this dynamic reveals how capitalism reduces even the most sacred and profound 

cultural expressions to opportunities for profit. If left unchecked, this trend risks erasing the 

depth, sanctity, and traditional meaning of death rituals under the weight of commercial appeal. 

 

Secularization and Individualism in Contemporary Death Practices 

The Decline of Religious Influence on Death Rituals 

Historically, death in the United States was steeped in religious traditions. Christian 

funerals were often presided over by clergy, emphasizing theological narratives about the 

afterlife, salvation, and the soul's journey (Parkes, Laungani, and Young 2015). Religious 

institutions played a central role in structuring rituals, providing guidance to grieving families, 

and reinforcing community solidarity. However, the latter half of the 20th century saw a marked 

decline in organized religion's influence over American life, a process that is known as 

"secularization" (Chaves 1994). According to the Pew Research Center (2021), the percentage of 

Americans identifying as religiously unaffiliated has risen to nearly 30%, and this shift has 

profoundly impacted attitudes toward death and mourning. 

With the decline of institutional religion, fewer funerals feature traditional religious 

services. Instead, there has been a significant rise in secular or non-denominational memorials, 

which place the focus on the individual's life story rather than spiritual or theological themes. 

Eulogies increasingly center on personal achievements, anecdotes, and legacies, often 

complemented by video montages, bespoke playlists, and customized decor (Lee Funeral Homes 

2022). While this shift allows for greater personalization and inclusivity, it also reflects a broader 

cultural trend toward individualism, where the celebration of the self supersedes communal or 

spiritual frameworks. 
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This "personalization" of death has its merits- it provides flexibility in crafting 

meaningful ceremonies for those without strong religious ties- but it also risks severing the ritual 

from its deeper social and spiritual moorings. The sacred and transcendent aspects of mourning 

are often replaced with performative tributes that cater to the deceased's brand or self-image. As 

religious symbols recede, capitalism eagerly fills the void with branded, professionalized 

memorial packages, perpetuating the commodification of grief. 

 

Individualism and "Scripted" End-of-Life Choices 

The United States' cultural focus on individualism extends far into death practices, 

shaping how people plan and interpret their final rites. Pre-planned funerals, customized 

obituaries, and highly personalized memorials have become popular ways for individuals to exert 

control over how they will be remembered. Some people even script entire ceremonies in 

advance, specifying playlists, personal messages, and posthumous gifts for attendees- all 

promoted as empowering ways to express "who you are" even after death (Blom 2023; Memorial 

Planning 2024; Mutual of Omaha 2019). 

However, the push toward personalization is not always driven by the individual's desires 

alone. Funeral homes position these "options" as essential for properly honoring the deceased, 

crafting advertising that subtly guilt-trips families into upgrading caskets, floral arrangements, or 

ornamented urns to prove their love and grief. What begins as a celebration of individuality 

frequently becomes an opportunity for businesses to upsell grieving families on additional 

features marketed as necessities (Avinger Funeral Home 2022; Baldauff Family Funeral Home 

and Crematory 2020; Short Funeral Home 2024; Yurch Funeral Home 2024). Even the freedom 
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of individual expression in death becomes, in many ways, a carefully packaged and monetized 

service. 

 

Digital Mourning: The Rise of Virtual Grief Practices 

Mourning in the Digital Age 

In the 21st century, technology has revolutionized nearly every aspect of life, and 

mourning is no exception. Social media has introduced new ways to grieve and memorialize 

loved ones, extending mourning from physical spaces into virtual realms. Platforms like 

Facebook now offer "memorialized" accounts that allow friends and family to leave messages on 

a deceased person's profile page. Tribute sites, such as Legacy.com, provide online obituaries and 

comment boards, while live-streamed funerals allow bereaved individuals to attend services from 

afar. 

At first glance, digital mourning appears to democratize grief- everyone with internet 

access can participate in remembering the deceased, regardless of location. These tools provide a 

vital form of connection for globalized families or communities fractured by long distances. 

Livestreams have also grown in popularity since the COVID-19 pandemic, when many could not 

attend in-person ceremonies due to public health restrictions (Event Live 2024; Nagesh 2020; 

OneRoom 2024). 

Nevertheless, the shift to digital mourning raises ethical and cultural questions. Many of 

these platforms charge premium services: virtual tombstones, paywall obituaries, tribute books, 

or curated social media memorials marketed as ways to preserve the deceased's legacy forever. 

Once shared quietly among loved ones, grief is now mediated by for-profit tech companies that 

treat mourning as another avenue for monetization. 
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Public Grief as Digital Performance 

Another facet of digital mourning is its transformation of grief into a visible, often 

performative act. While traditional mourning customs were largely private or communal affairs, 

social media encourages grieving to take place publicly, subject to algorithms and engagement 

metrics. Posts honoring the dead are often met with likes, comments, and shares, turning grief 

into a form of content production. 

This tension raises deeper questions about the nature of mourning in a digital society. 

Does the public display of grief foster connection, or does it undermine the intimacy of mourning 

by reducing it to something meant for consumption? For some, virtual memorials offer genuine 

spaces of support and remembrance, while for others, they risk trivializing loss by turning it into 

curated digital performance. 

Virtual grieving also traverses new ethical territory. Algorithms, for example, often 

present challenges for grieving individuals, such as Facebook's triggering "memory reminders" 

or ads promoting grieving services targeted at the bereaved (Bernardo 2019; Jacobs Funeral 

Homes 2022). Moreover, tech companies increasingly monetize these virtual spaces, charging 

grieving families for premium features or data storage to "protect" digital legacies. When grief 

becomes just another form of user engagement, mourning is no longer sacred- it's subject to the 

same capitalist logic shaping the rest of the digital landscape. 

Ethical Tensions in the Commercialization of Death 

 

The Profit Motive in Sacred Spaces 



16 

One of the foundational ethical dilemmas in the commercialization of death is the tension 

between the sacred nature of mourning and the profit motives of the death industry. Funerals, 

which should be spaces of reverence and healing, are frequently transformed into transactions 

governed by marketing and high-pressure sales tactics (Hoffman Funeral Home 2022; Phaneuf 

Funeral Homes & Crematorium 2023). Funeral homes will even claim things such as, "Some 

funeral homes advertise low prices but then use high-pressure sales tactics to get you to buy 

additional products and services. We're not salesmen, we're funeral directors" (Hoffman Funeral 

Home 2022). This quote is deeply ironic and points to the underlying ethical tensions in the 

funeral industry's dual role: offering support during a time of profound grief while 

simultaneously functioning as a profit-driven enterprise. By making this statement, these funeral 

directors attempt to disassociate themselves from the broader critique of the industry as 

predatory or overly commercialized. However, the mere need to clarify "we're not salesmen" 

inadvertently highlights how deeply embedded capitalist sales practices have become in the 

death industry. 

At its core, this statement serves as a defensive marketing strategy that exploits the exact 

anxieties it projects onto competitors: the fear that grieving families might be taken advantage of 

in moments of vulnerability. Paradoxically, by emphasizing their authenticity and contrasting 

themselves with "salesmen," such businesses position themselves favorably to attract those 

seeking refuge from the commercialized aspects of death care. However, this rhetoric still 

functions within the same economic structure it critiques- death as a marketplace of goods and 

services. 

Furthermore, funeral homes often persuade families to purchase not just caskets and 

burial services but unnecessary add-ons like embalming and elaborate floral arrangements. 
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Consumers are led to believe that these expenditures reflect their love for the deceased, a belief 

that ultimately preys on guilt and vulnerability. This transactional dynamic reduces a sacred 

event- honoring and remembering loved ones- into a moment of profit-maximization for 

corporations. 

Worse, low-income families frequently face exploitative practices, such as being coerced 

into taking on debt or crowdfunding burial expenses (New York State Funeral Directors 

Association 2024). In marginalized communities, where wealth gaps are already pronounced, the 

systemic inequities of the death industry deepen cycles of financial precarity. This wealth 

disparity in deathcare exposes broader societal injustices, reflecting how capitalism treats dignity 

as a privilege, not a right. 

 

Environmental Concerns in Death Practices 

Environmental ethics also play a growing role in contemporary debates over death 

practices. Traditional burials involve embalming chemicals, metal caskets, and cement vaults, all 

of which are highly damaging to the environment. In the U.S., burials consume approximately 

4.3 million gallons of embalming fluid and 1.6 million tons of concrete annually (Green Burial 

Council 2024). While eco-friendly options such as green burials and biodegradable caskets offer 

more sustainable alternatives, they are often marketed at a premium price, making this "ethical" 

choice inaccessible to lower-income families. Even the innovation of green burials is 

commodified and packaged as a luxury product aimed at environmentally conscious, affluent 

clientele. This framing transforms sustainability into a privilege, as though the ability to die 

"ethically" should be restricted to those who can afford it. 
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Conclusion 

Death sits at the crossroads of the sacred and the profane, caught tension between 

tradition and commodification, community and individualism, innovation and exploitation, and 

accessibility and exclusivity. In the United States, however, it has become something far more 

dissonant: a commodified spectacle, reduced to a neatly packaged financial transaction wrapped 

in the facade of dignity and care. What was once a profoundly spiritual and communal practice is 

increasingly filtered through algorithms, sales pitches, and market valuations. As this paper has 

demonstrated, the commercialization of death signifies the erosion of sacred mourning traditions 

while also mirroring the tensions within contemporary American society- tensions wrought by 

capitalism, cultural pluralism, and technological transformation. At the heart of these dilemmas 

lies a profound irony: the more we seek to personalize, elevate, and innovate death rituals, the 

more they seem to lose their essence. The very practices meant to help us find closure, to reckon 

with the unanswerable mysteries of death, are entangled in the anxieties of enterprise and profit. 

Mourning, once a sacred dialogue between the living and the dead, is now increasingly 

mediated through cost spreadsheets, "premium" add-ons, and personalized urns sold to reflect 

our individuality even after death. For millennia, death served as a great equalizer. It was when 

kings and peasants, rich and poor, shared the same fate- yet, in modern America, death reflects 

our starkest inequalities. The generation of over $20 billion annually by the funeral industry is 

emblematic of a system where dignity in death comes with a literal price tag. Families without 

means are left with impossible choices- burden themselves financially or compromise on the 

rituals that bring meaning to the passing of a loved one. 

In a country where even crowdfunding platforms like GoFundMe have become a de facto 

safety net for funeral funding, death has become not just a personal loss but a public negotiation 
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of socioeconomic fragility. The paradox of this predicament is profound. While the funeral 

industry has democratized access to many services- cremation, eco-burials, memorial 

livestreams- it has also elevated financial anxieties, commodifying even ethical or 

environmentally sustainable alternatives into privileges. "Green burials," for example, promise 

an eco-conscious return to the earth, but they do so at a cost few can afford. In creating a 

marketized space for dignity, sustainability, and personalization, the industry ensures these 

remain the purview of those with material wealth. Here lies the tragic irony: what we are left 

with is not the egalitarian promise of death as the great equalizer, but instead, as yet another 

metric of inequity- a benchmark of privilege. At least in America, even death divides us into 

"has" and "has-nots." 

Culturally, America's dynamic, multicultural identity offers us hope for resilience against 

this commodification, yet it too is complicated by economic frameworks. With their rich and 

deeply rooted mourning traditions, immigrant communities have brought pluralistic ways of 

dying to the American landscape. However, these traditions are just as susceptible to the forces 

of appropriation and commercialization. Día de los Muertos becomes a whitewashed Halloween 

costume or sugar-skull-themed display at Walmart. A meticulously prepared Hindu cremation 

ceremony, once inscribed with sacred chants on the banks of the Ganges, morphs into a truncated 

service in suburban crematoria. Culturally rich Haitian Vodou ceremonies turn into superficial 

"dark tourism" experiences for profit.  These hybridizations, while creative, can eventually erode 

much of the original significant meanings, leaving communities to grapple with what has been 

lost amidst the branding.  

Then, there is the digital realm- a threshold space where grief intersects with 

convenience, productivity, and corporate interests. Here, mourning is both amplified and 
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rendered paper-thin, endless yet fleeting. Algorithms remind us of death anniversaries with eerie 

precision; social media users churn out micro-memories of the deceased in the form of posts 

designed for engagement. On the surface, these platforms claim to foster connection. However, 

they also trivialize the act of remembering, flattening it into something reactive, temporary, 

something subsumed into the capitalist logic of public performance. How do we grieve when 

grieving itself becomes "content"? 

The anthropological response to this paradox must not simply document the 

commercialization of death but reckon with its implications for what it means to be human. If 

death is both cultural and cosmic, personal and collective, then its transformation carries 

profound existential questions for modern life. What does it mean when rituals that are supposed 

to bring order to chaos, meaning to loss, and transcendence to endings become tools of market 

manipulation? What happens when death is no longer a sacred rupture in ordinary life but 

something that fits neatly into a cultural system of branding and consumer choice? 

Perhaps we live in an age where the rituals themselves need to die- at least in their 

commodified form- for something yet unknown to be reborn. Throughout history, times of 

upheaval and institutional decay have often been accompanied by profound shifts in how 

humanity approaches its existential questions. As environmental imperatives challenge modern 

burial practices, as digital cultures reimagine community, and as movements like "death 

positivity" urge us toward transparency and ethical alternatives, there is space for a reawakening- 

a redefinition of mourning that reclaims its sacred dimensions beyond the sleek price tags and 

sales pitches of the death industry. 

For now, however, these possibilities remain glimpses on a distant horizon. The liminality 

of our current moment- caught between tradition, individuality, and market systems- offers no 
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immediate resolution. What is certain is that, in confronting death's commercialization, we are 

also confronting broader truths about ourselves: how we value life, how we commodify identity, 

and how we calculate dignity. If there is hope, it lies perhaps in what death has always offered: 

the potential for transformation, the reconstitution of disorder into meaning. 

Ultimately, death returns to us the question it has always posed: How do we honor life? 

In striving to answer this question- through new rituals, reclaimed traditions, or entirely 

unexpected paths forward may begin the work not only of reclaiming death from the grip of 

capitalism but also of rediscovering what it means to live fully, authentically, and collectively, 

even in an age of fractured meanings. Only then can death regain its rightful place- not as a 

luxury, not as a transaction, but as an integral experience. A mirror reflecting both the lives we 

have lived and the connections we have made along the way. A bridge between the living and the 

eternal, a moment of transformation that transcends the individual and unites us all. Through 

such a shift, perhaps we may discover that reclaiming death is, ultimately, a radical act of 

reclaiming life itself. 
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