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ABSTRACT
To date, a growing number of contemporary Ameridemse come to trust that recognizable
commodity brands and personal consumer preferarmggprovide the best means of
personalizing funerals and communicating individeesd distinction on behalf of the dead.
For some, this form of personalization has comedlude everything from Mickey Mouse
gravestones to Major League Baseball themed caskdtsnemorial services. In this study, |
examine how and why the funeral has become, foesdmericans, a site for commodity
branding and such seemingly consumer-centric egjaes of distinction in times death.
Through observations and interviews with a smathhar of deathcare professionals and
patrons, | document in this thesis the personateepces and anecdotes of those directly
involved with these specific mortuary trends. Tieistimony is then analyzed with regards to
a history of mortuary ritual, research on brandstonption, and most importantly Pierre
Bourdieu’s framework for social distinction. As suthis thesis is aimed at understanding
how and why commodities, brands, and consumer qgnefes have become a meaningful

element in communication of social distinction amse contemporary American funeral



rituals.Yet as my findings suggest, perhaps these consuenére; seemingly novel

expressions of individuality are indeed not as personal as one might initially assume.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

In recent years, it seems that American funeraltfm@s have become increasingly
focused on the idea of “personalization.” Althoumggth broadly and vaguely defined,
personalized funerals are often identified by amans of incorporating into the funeral
certain symbols or even material goods that weoe epecific to the personal life of the
recently deceased. As such, personalization mdgeih, occur in a variety of ways. Some
personalized funerals may include slide shows aaelovclips that portray the story of the
deceased’s life, while others might incorporatedniber favorite song or poem. Beyond this,
however, for a small-but-growing number of fungradfessionals and patrons, it appears that
the personalized funeral has become a means oé®sipg brand loyalty as well as broader

consumer preferences.

Recent Trends

Whether marketed by the funeral industry or perpi@signed by the brand-
conscious “do-it-yourself consumer,” an increasiwgnber of mortuary goods (such as
burial caskets, cremation urns, and grave markarshow be found to display any number
of easily recognizable commodity brands. Thus, sbmiged States funeral product
manufacturers now offer caskets and grave markknsnad with Star Trek logos and Disney
characters (see figure 1), as well as crematios ana flower arrangements shaped like

Harley Davidson motorcycles (see figure 2) and tsp@am mascots.



For some people the decision to purchase a “brdrfdedral product is a believed
necessity. As one St. Louis, Missouri man recallenvdescribing his son’s death, “There
was no doubt in my mind that I'd get him a Cardsnedsket because that's what he would
have wanted...we live the Cardinals” (see figureS®njinara 2010:1). When certain
branded funeral products are not available, howeamne consumers have chosen to
improvise. Such is the case of the Chicago man pensonally contracted a local graphics
company to decorate his otherwise plain burial eagkresemble a can of Pabst Blue
Ribbon beer, his lifelong favorite beer (see figdye And whether or not one’s preferred
brand is available in a casket or urn, the displayrands now frequently carries over into
the “performance” of the funeral service as welfitl@ “things that helped describe her
husband,” one Arizona woman chose to celebrateldszased husband’s love of the Rolling
Stones by designing for him a themed funeral serthat required each guest to wear
Rolling Stones logoed clothing and listen to thadia music (Pancrazio 2007).

On the other hand, some funeral consumers haveghosncorporate into the
funeral certain products or themes that corresporadparticular category of goods, services,
or industries found within broader consumer marKetst is, rather than incorporate the
actual name or logo of the deceased’s preferreadhsaich as NASCAR or the Kansas City
Chiefs, a funeral product or performance may taka mmore general theme that relates back
to that specific brand or commodity. In this wapNASCAR-logoed casket becomes a casket
shaped like a non-descript racecar, while the Kasty Chiefs themed funeral service
becomes a mere “football themed” celebration, peshiaminiscent of a child’s themed
birthday party.

With regards to these trends, a growing numberrmoéAcan funeral industry

L 4/llinois man designs beer can coffilJSAToday May 4, 2008.






professionals have suggested that they are sinff@girg “what society wants” and what
present-day consumers desire: individuality in faharrangements (McCormick 2004:38).
For many, these assumptions are based on the albiserthat today’s consumers—primarily
those of the aging (and dying) baby boomer ger@ratnow hold “fewer attachments” to
convention and religious traditions and therefaeecless about the ritual than the
generations ahead of them” (Hamilton 2010:1; Lel20@6:1). Likewise, these professionals
argue that, “Today’s consumer wants things pers@paicific to their lifestyle,” and now
desire funerals that “reflect their lives and tas{@r the lives and tastes of their departed
loved ones) (Leland 2006: 2; Pancrazio 2007: 1)aAesult, both independent and
mainstream deathcare professionals have starellop a philosophy that reflects these
changing consumer expectations. As such, many mgwedhat funeral services today
shouldreflect all styles of individualized “tastes andfocol” and thus “focus more on how
the deceased is represented” as an individual KMadones, quoted in McCormick
2004:21).

For the general public, these newly developing fahgroducts and practices might
seem absurd or perhaps even distasteful. For titbachre professionals and patrons
involved, however, it is believed that the deceaseddistinct individual imbued with unique
tastes and a personal lifestyle that should beudatied in the event of his or her death. As
such, this growing number of professionals andgoathas come to trust that commodity
brands and themes as well as consumer preferermadga pinnacle means of
personalization and individual distinction in timefsdeath. Up to now, no known social or
cultural research has attempted to understand howvay the funeral has become, for some

Americans, a site for commodity branding and swegnsngly consumer-centric expressions



of distinction. As a result, the aim of this resdaproject is to provide a point of entry for

just such an understanding.

Current Research

While no one else has yet to research the useaotdsrand consumer themes as a
means of communicating distinction in death, a t®opresearchers have attempted to
explore similar consumer-centric developments memporary American funeral practices.
Unfortunately, however, | find that their perspees focus too broadly on either the
institution of the American funeral industry or ttlemographics of its consumers. In doing
so, these investigations overlook the social meathiat commodity brands, consumer
preferences, and or otherwise personalized fupeoalucts and practices might possess for
some people—Iliving or dead.

In a first-hand attempt to explore recent “perseal” funeral trends in the United
States, journalist Lisa Takeuchi Cullen embarkedmmvestigative tour across the United
States, attending funerals and wakes, participatimgdustry conventions, and interviewing
funeral professionals as well as the dying and#reaved. In her subsequent book,
Remember Me: A Lively Tour of the New American W&eath(2006), Cullen argues that
the novel personalized funeral products and prestid her findings are the result of
demographic changes in the United States (ratla@rttie changes in general consumer
expectations). Amongst other things, she notesitfie number of baby boomer deaths
expected in the coming years (which is projectect&zh 4.1 million by the year 2040), and
cites industry sources that indicate between 627dngercent of boomers desire

“personalized” or “non-traditional” in funerals sbme kind (Cullen 2006: 98; 20). In



offering her own opinion amidst her observationgll€h suggests that these seemingly
boomer-driven funeral practices celebrate individivas as a means of providing piece of
mind and comfort for the bereaved, as well as fgwae who might have planned his or her
own funeral. To this, Cullen (2006) writes:

The celebration is an antidote to the extreme adden loneliness many of us

envision as death. We want to gather all of thepfgeaho loved us and knew us and

maybe even admired us to accompany us one last.tifeeen the most forward-

thinking, tradition-despising survivor finds somawe in ceremony (208).

Here, as Cullen draws more from her observatioas tpinions, it seems that she has
stumbled on to something worth noting: These segiyiipersonalized” and “non-
traditional” funerals actually mirror other, morgdditional,” funerals that seem to
encompass a great deal of sociality. Yet, althalghseems to acknowledge the importance
of social bonds and the value of ceremony in reftgrgral trends, interestingly enough,
Cullen concludes by arguing that “the new Amerieay of death is personal,” and thus,
thanks to the baby boomer generation, funeralsnreica today have become little more
than celebrations of individuality (ibid.). Unfortately, Cullen admits that her research for
the book was influenced by an earlier article shatevfor Time Magazine—who charged her
with the task of researching novel baby boomer ffairteends in the United States (ibid.).
Thus, working from the preconceived notion thatrhecs are the source of all trends novel
and personal, Cullen falls into a methodologic#igiiof selective bias. Indeed, she chose to
observe and interview only members of the boomeegaion, thus swaying her findings in
favor of discovering funeral phenomena fueled luyaa boomer self-expression. In doing

S0, she fails to grasp why these funerals mighiip®rtant not only to certain individuals

but also to all other people observing or involved.



Surprisingly, perhaps, it is difficult to find satiscientific research that examines any
recent form of commodity-branded, consumer-theraad/or personalized funeral practices.
To be sure, George Sanders appears to be the moynksocial scientist—other than
myself—that is attempting to use empirical reseasla means to understand the origins and
motivations behind some current funeral trendfienWnited States. Sanders’s research
focuses primarily on the American funeral industself, to which he suggests that American
consumers (regardless of a generational profilenat entirely responsible for the
development of branded and themed funeral produatgpractices.

In a recent study, Sanders (2009) argues that therigdan funeral industry operates
as a “culture industry” in the way it forms and ggBbes the meaning, style, and use of
particular funerary goods and services. Drawinguigorkheimer and Adorno’s (1944
[2002]) notion that a culture industry mass-produgeods that are then used to manipulate
and subjugate society’s masses into passive, ngsidlensumers, Sanders argues (among
other things) that the American funeral industrg peoduced such consumer-centric
products and practices as a new way to manufactanemodify, commercialize, and
capitalize upon the way in which Americans thinkaiand experience life and death. Here
Sanders notes that “tradition, ritual, and eveimddal’s relationships with the dead are
being manufactured, shaped, and sold in light oatler social structures,” namely
corporatization and consumer capitalism (2009: 84}, rather than suggest that the
American funeral industry is actually subjugatingsses of people into passive, mindless
consumers through novel funeral trends, Sandeigestgthat the funeral industry as a
culture industry is responsible for changing constghperception of death and what is

deemed “sacred.” In closing, Sanders argues thragddition to matters of death, memory,



and life...[the funeral industry as culture industsifapes how society cares for, remembers,
and considers and re-considers loved ones whoodinealive and deceased” (2009: 65).
Indeed, Sanders’s case for the mainstream Amefuraaral industry as a culture
industry provides a compelling counter argumentfiose who might suggest that it is the
funeral industry that has changed its pitch to thétever-evolving American consumer.
Nevertheless, | contend that his research otheraikseto fully address the effects of this
culture industry. Sanders claims that the funerdlistry has shaped how consumers now
perceive death and mortuary ritual, and thus ha@y ttonsider and care for the living as well
as the dead. Yet, his research stops at exploratithre various ways these changes have
manifest in consumers’ actions, namely with theialctunerals they purchase and perform.
Although Sanders places emphasis on the commaiilticcand consumer centrism of
modern funeral practices, he overlooks why it migdnimportant for some consumers to
now incorporate preferred brands and commoditiesfumeral products and performances.
By focusing all too much on the influence of the émman funeral industry, Sanders fails to
address the social meaning that these seemingbuower centric funeral practices possess
for some people. Like Cullen, Sanders misses tiperpnity to examine the ways in which
commodities, brands, and consumer preferences—emfkd by the industry or not—are
used to manage identity and forms of expressiomedisas negotiate social relationships in

events of death.

A Different Approach
As previously indicated, the purpose of this thésit® examine how and why the

funeral has become, for some Americans, a sitedormodity branding and seemingly



consumer centric expressions of distinction in sirdeath. While there is little research to
provide guidance on the subject matter, what rebedoes exist, however, provides this
study with a point of departure and approach thiiallow for the exploration and analysis
of uncharted phenomena. As such, the intendedtrefsthis research is to provide new and
essential knowledge on the use and meaning of cahtydoranded, consumer-themed, and
otherwise “personalized” funeral products and pcastin contemporary America.

This primary point of departure for this researttidy is predicated upon a search for
meaning. Neither Sanders nor Cullen nor any oth@mnglist or industry professional has
attempted to understand how and why commodities)ds, and consumer preferences have
become a meaningful element for some people duitugs and events of death. As such,
why do these people perceive that certain consoinects and symbols provide the best
means of expressing the individuality of the deed@3/Nhy is the expression of individuality
in death, in-and-of-itself, even important? Yetthwhese questions in mind, this study must
not fail to consider another important elementiadg. What social meaning do these
commodity-branded and consumer-themed funeralgipeachold for some people? As
mentioned, Cullen, Sanders, and others have umiately failed to fully address the
common conception that funerals are often inheyesatial events (Malinowski [1925]

1954; Hertz [1907] 1960; Van Gennep [1909] 1960tkbeim [1912]; Radcliff-Brown
[1922] 1964). Thus, the topic of sociality and #ssumed dichotomy of the individual and
the social is a main point of contention throughibig entire thesis.

In keeping with these questions and directives following chapter of this thesis
begins by addressing the previously formulatedamotinat personalization, and thus

individuality, in death is both novel and centi@lcbntemporary American funeral practices



(see Hamilton 2010; Leland 2006; Pancrazio 200@jeHI provide a survey of history and
ethnography on mortuary rituals and practicesspatks to the contrary. This is followed by
a discussion of the theory and research regartimgetationship between lifestyle, taste, and
consumption; here, particular attention is giveterre Bourdieu’s (1984) framework for
distinction. The result is a synthesis of literattinat aims to provide perspective on various
ways in which social distinctions are communicatelife and in death. Methodologically,
the goal of this study is to qualitatively examared understand personal expression, social
relationships, cultural practices, and the meanjngjied to certain objects and symbols in
times of death. As such, data collected and andli@ethis study comes from primary and
secondary-sourced interviews and observationsavéimall group of non-mainstream
deathcare professionals and the friends and fali¢hose for whom a branded and/or
themed funeral was performed. Subsequently, mysisahnd conclusions reveal that
perhaps some consumer-centric and arguably novehsngf expressing conceptions of

individuality in death are indeed not as persosabr@e might initially assume.

10



CHAPTER 2

HISTORY AND THEORY

Mortuary Rituals and Practices

While some may suggest that the desire for selfesgion in death is a recent
development in United States, to survey mortuaagiices of America’s past is to reveal that
personalization and the expression of lifestyleraxehistorically uncommon themes in the
American way of death. Author and Ohio funeral clioe Mac McCormick (2004) contends
that many of the personalized funeral customswigamaintain in America today can be
traced back to our own cultural roots; he notesehay colonial American funerals would
often use personal possessions as a means to‘payky personalized tribute to the dead”
(20). However, in comparing American funeral trerebf the past and present—to those of
various cultures around the world and throughaouetione finds that the representation of
personal expression is not necessarily a new oflyAmerican phenomenon. For
thousands of years humans have enacted ritualsanstiructed edifices of death intended to
honor the past life and personality of the deadt dincient Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans
are certainly well known for constructing monumentended to honor specific persons of
royalty and nobility, or of general higher socitraling. The Pyramids of Giza in Egypt are
perhaps the best recognized of these ancient nmgpmou@numents.

Importantly, an awareness of such apparent siridarbetween seemingly divergent
cultural practices indeed gives reason to furtieengare the human treatment of death
throughout time, space, and culture. As Metcalf dndtington (1991) suggest, a

comparative understanding of the various ways irclwhumans have responded to and
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ritualized death over time will provide us with etter understanding our own, present,
treatment of death. Importantly, however, no attesmould be made to render any
“panhuman” universal assumptions about death amtuemy practice (Metcalf and
Huntington 1991: 74-75). Rather, the aim shoul@¢dmparisons that cast into relief the
particular ways in which death is treated diffehgmtithin context of a specific cultural,

ideological, social, and economic system (ibid.).

The American Way of Death

Although McCormick (2004) gives indication thatfsekpression and personalization
in the American way of death are as old as Ameradture itself, historian James Farrell
(1980) argues that the expression of personalizaiml lifestyle through rituals of death did
not become widely popular phenomenon until Ameeietered the modern world. During the
middle to late nineteenth century, modernized cemne= provided a novel means for affluent
individuals to “discriminate between themselves tradlower classes” (Ferrall 1980: 110-
111). Here the particular size, material, and firo§a grave marker were used to signify the
social class, power, and/or status of the deceasedegll as his or her family (see Ferrall
1980; Warner 1959). Later, as retailers such aS#as and Roebuck Company began
selling high end, ornate grave markers at low griteis form of affluent expression was
eventually co-opted by a broader market of consan#en early Sears and Roebuck
catalogue suggests to these consumers that “ttedysedfect” of their monuments, “even the
smallest size, will attract the attention of alkebvers and surpass anything surrounding it in

the cemetery” (1902: 51).
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Due in part to changes in aesthetic design, twéntientury grave markers became a
lessened means of class distinction. Rather, asAhBy Collier’'s (2003) research suggests,
grave markers became an evolving means of persapatssion via the physical symbols
that were carved into the stones. Until roughly@,3ffave marker symbolism in America
was largely used to communicate the deceased’'sotim®cial institutions,” such as religion,
marriage/kinship, military/patriotism, organizatadimembershipd.g, the Freemasons, the
Eastern Star, etc.), and/or general funerary tadte.qg, ivy, floral designs, etc.) (Collier
2003). However, following 1960 much of this symbati grew to reflect images that
expressed the deceased’s personal interests abehpbuch as golfing or hunting or
knitting (ibid.). In short, Collier's research swaggs that this shift in gravesite symbolism
reveals a cultural move away from institutionalues toward an increased emphasis on the
expression of individualism and self-identity (iidndeed, the communication of grave
marker symbolism would shift again during the twefitst century as the use of “branded
symbolism” developed into a means of symbolic eggian in death—which is the topic of
this present stud3.

In regards to the performance of the funeral, astistom of the “viewing” (a display
of the deceased’s remains) became more populargitive early twentieth century, some
families went so far as to display one’s body manner befitting his or her previous
lifestyle. Philippe Ariés (1981) describes an eadge in which the body of a man was

presented in a “in a tableau as if he were stillealat his desk, in his armchair...with a cigar

z Collier’s failure to gather data on branded grawkars, and thus develop a classification of “beghd
symbolism,” is perhaps due to the time and placehith her data was collected. Although my own aeske
does indicate that branded grave markers wereadlaiprior to two thousand-three (the time of @ol
research), it is known that these products wemgdively limited in use and availability at that #m
Furthermore, it is unknown whether or not the gapbical location of Collier's research (GeorgiaS|4)
would have affected her ability to observe suclvgmaarkers. Collier simply takes into account how
consumerism can influence such individualism.
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in his mouth” (599). Although a rare occasion ia #arly part of the century, this custom
became more apparent during the nineteen-sevemteesighties as the viewing developed
into more of a personalized motif. Here, one na&axample includes a boxing ring that was
installed into a Burbank, CA funeral chapel for thewing of a local prizefighter (Rivenburg
2002). Today, however, a growing number of perseedlviewings and wakes often include
the display of consumer brands and preferenceh, asithe case of the Pittsburgh Steelers
football fan who was reclined in his own living racchair, dressed in traditional Steelers’
colors, and draped with a blanket bearing the tedagio during his viewing.

During the nineteen-eighties the Batesville Cask@npany began to innovate some
of the first ever patented and mass-produced paliged burial products in the United
States. With product features like an optional fsfoelthe display of personal possessions
and selectable ornaments used to decorate casketrsdgboth in production today),
Batesville aimed to offer consumers a “subtle waktighlight the interests and personality”
of the deceased via the modification of his or‘ir@erment vessel” (see
www.batesville.com). However, some argued (inclgdmost of the funeral industry
informants for this study) that these prefabricdestures don’t necessarily allow consumers
to freely and accurately express their uniquetyles and individual tastes. As a result, at
the turn of the twenty-first century a small numbé&more progressive funeral professionals
began to market funerary options aimed to morerately celebrate the personal interests of
consumers. For instance, in 2003 F & F Metal Prtglbegan producing the Art Casket,
which is a line of conventional steel caskets weapim vinyl murals that depict hobbyist
subject matter such as hunting, golfing, bike rgcand fishing (Interview with Gail Rust;

also see www.artcaskets.com). Other companies wollddv this trend (see
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www.hotrodcaskets.com; www.creativecoffins.com)lgmg this same hobbyist symbolism
to caskets and urns that Collier (2003) discoveredrave markers. Soon this trend would
be followed by the application of consumer bramdmass-produced caskets and urns—as
detailed below.

Despite recent contention that a newly developegjre for self-expressed
individualism has only recently influenced the Aman attitude toward death and funeral
practices (see Cullen 2007; Hamilton 2010; Lela@d&2 Pancrazio 2007), this brief history
reveals that personalization and self-expressienang-standing components of the
American way of death. Here one finds that persponatessions, funeral performances,
mortuary objects, and gravesite symbolism have foogided individuals with a means of
distinguishing their personal lifestyle and intésesom those of other people, both living
and dead.

Yet, it must be noted that personal expressiomisRrclusive to American funeral
practices; similar characteristics can be eastgted in other mortuary rituals around the
world. In searching for specific points of comparis—so as to distinguish how death is (or is
not) treated differently within our own society atulture—it is not difficult to find
contemporary examples of mortuary rituals that appe share parallel qualities with the
commodity-branded and consumer-themed funerals ieeahm this present study. To be
sure, two distinctive funeral practices found ina@&, West Africa, are often cited when
examining the role of commodification and consumpin other funeral practices around the

world.
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Cultural Comparisons and Perspectives

For over fifty years now, the Ga people of Ghaneaehaeen burying their dead in
“fantasy coffins,” which are hand-made, meticulgusirved, brightly painted folk-art
caskets designed to symbolize certain “personabcheristics and attributes” of the
deceased (see www.ghanacoffin.com). Here, carethibgen objects—such as consumer
commodities—are used to symbolize one aspect ale¢beased’s previously lived personal
life (Griffiths 2000: 9). For instance, the coffaf a shoe manufacturer might be carved and
painted to resemble a Nike tennis shoe, while aessful businessman might be buried in a
coffin made to look like a Mercedes Benz automebilbe most symbolically prestigious car
in Ghana (Griffiths 2000; Burns 1974). Yet, the n§such symbolism indicates that these
coffins are also used to negotiate social relatissby displaying the deceased’s social
standing within the community. As Hannah Griffitf2000) research points out, to be buried
in a Fantasy Coffin is a great honor for Ga peaogtel thus only those who have been
successful and who are the most highly respectedbaies of their society will be buried in
such a manner (10-11). To be buried in a fantaffijnas to communicate to others that you
are a person of prominence within the community, #ws worthy of such distinction in
death. However, it is important to note that thmifg and friends of the deceased are meant
to decide the form and symbolism that most appabgly befits the lived experiences and
social standing of their dead friend and relatibel(). Hence, the act of deciding the best
way to physically and symbolically honor a lovece@nd/or member of the community
provides the living with an opportunity to maintaiertain social and familial bonds and

values.
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For the Asante people of Ghana, funeral ritualsipiothe living and the dead with a
similar occasion for personal expression, fambiahds, and social display; however, Asante
funerals offer a more explicit negotiation of sbaentities through a ritualized and
conspicuous expression of material and symbolidtivéBonsu and Belk 2003: 47). When
an individual dies in Asante, the family and frisraf the deceased gather together to plan
and perform an extravagant funeral that includexitg and drumming; music and poetry;
photographs of the deceased displayed on T-smd$pasters and in video collages; lavish
feasts; the public exchange of expensive gifts;amh the public announcement of the
family’s funeral expenses, amongst other thinge Bensu and Belk 2003; de Witte 2003).
As a way of honoring the deceased, on the one lihese funeral practices are intended to
refine the deceased’s social image (ibid.). As Baarsd Belk (2003) suggest, Asante
funerals have the ability to underplay the deceaga@vious lifestyle and thus renegotiate
his or her identity after death by displaying tispects of material and symbolic consumption
that are consistent with a “well-lived life” (47).could be said that such a display reveals a
form of “aspirational consumption”: the purchase @nesentation of conspicuous goods and
symbols so as to present an artificial image ofadmaobility. However, given that such
conspicuous expression is made possible by the mtnebtime, energy, and, most
importantly, money that is spent on the funerath®/family, it is important to note that
Asante funerals are intended to benefit the samiage of the living as well. As Marleen de
Witte’s (2003) research reveals, Asante funerasdasigned so that the relatives of the dead
may publicly display wealth and unity in a competitfor status and distinction on behalf of
the deceased’s entire family (534). In this waneials are more than a sentiment of honor

and devotion for the deceased, they are “a shdanoily wealth and self congratulation”
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that determines a whole family’s social standinthwi the entire community (535). In these
instances, de Witte (2003) notes that money andhumatification are used to affirm social
relationships and group identities by not only deiaing social boundaries but by also
providing an occasion for the living to reflect mpand negotiate the most important values
of life and society (554).

Certainly these two examples are not meant to hawestive—many other mortuary
practices could have been described. Again, thelgwe is to provide points of comparison
to our own practices in the United States, so aketermine the particular ways in which
death is treated within various social and cultsyastems so as to distinguish how death is—
or is not—treated differently within our own sogi@nd culture (see Metcalf and Huntington
1991). On the one hand, these instances are smopdg in order to illustrate that the
characteristics of American funeral practices areexclusive to American history and
culture. The fantasy coffins of Ga funeral practieee designed to symbolize certain
personal characteristics and attributes of theak#s previous personal life through
carefully chosen objects and images, while Asamerals are intended to refine the
deceased’s social image by means of material améb@lc consumption, so as to renegotiate
his or her identity after death (Griffiths 2000;w and Belk 2003; de Witte 2003).

However, within these two cultural practices of Ghafunerals of dead individuals
are often used as explicit means to reinforcingesoelationships and group identities. For
both the Ga and the Asante peoples, expressingéteexperiences and the (actual or
aspired) social standing of a dead individual i®ssential method of negotiating certain
social and familial bonds, maintaining the impottealues of life and society, as well as

determining the social standing of an entire familthin a community. On the other hand,
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then, these comparisons have been given so agherfulustrate that similar aspects of
sociality and social display are just as appanmette history of American mortuary
practices.

If we give closer examination to the history of Amaan mortuary practices, we find
that these funeral products and performances atsode a means of negotiating social
relationships and group identities. Often it se#mas these social elements go hand-in-hand
with expressions of individuality; and comparaladtie described funerals of Ghana,
individual distinction appears to be often exprddsg highlighting either the divergence or
the similarity of social positions between peopiang or dead. In one way, the
communication of one’s seemingly unique social ppmsiis expressed as a distancing of
oneself from others that are seemingly differerganial prestige or class standing—which
has been historically expressed by the physic#lifea of gravestones or the extravagance of
ones’ funeral service (see Ferrall 1980; Warne9Ql9% another way, the communication of
an individual’s social position is also expressse@aneans of relating to those who are
understood to be of a similar social position. \Wlilis can be expressed through a shared
taste for elegant or extravagant gravestones xfmele, such reinforcement of social and
even familial bonds seems to be historically lodatea post-mortem affiliation with certain
social institutions such as fraternal organizatiomsprised of seemingly “like-minded-
people” (Collier 2003). With all of this in mind, ¢an be said that the decision to create
individuality by distinguishing oneself from otharstimes of death, in any capacity,
requires awareness of one’s place or positionviordd of others—whether it be an

awareness of difference or similarity.
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Although only a few examples, in sum these instaqeevided us with a picture of
the total system that is the funeral ritual. Witthe funeral the individual represents only a
part of the whole. While the deceased as an indalig often the focus of the funeral—at
least within the examples provided here—individsf@ctators, celebrants, officiants, and the
rest each represent a part of the whole, or thepgras groups and communities we attend
wakes, burials, and memorial services of individtadiether often as families and friends
with shared life experiences and cultural infleeioEven as a nation wellectivelyhonor
fallen soldiers and leaders, atogjetherwe share in the mourning of dead celebritieshis t
way, rituals of death often provide a means fonaials to connect and/or reconnect with
others as a social entity. However, because attergioften concentrated on the deceased
individual in the event of a death, and thus notrengroup as a whole, the public is not
necessarily always conscious of the way in whigdnéy, such as funerals, maintain such a
part-whole relationship.

Importantly, it is not a new idea that mortuaryais possess inherently social
elements; over the years a number of anthropokbgistl social theorists have suggested that
cultural practices subsequent to death are, indsmill processes (Malinowski [1925] 1954,
Hertz [1907] 1960; Van Gennep [1909] 1960; Durkhgl®i12]; Radcliff-Brown [1922]

1964). In Hertz’'s ([1907] 1960) study of the “callve representation of death,” he

explicitly describes death as a social phenomeawod thus an “object of collective
representation” that holds a “specific social megrior the social consciousness” (27). More
specifically, Malinowski ([1925] 1954) describestlalthough death is often perceived as a
“private act,” when it occurs it is immediatelyrmisformed into a “public event.” This is to

say that death not only signals a biological andfdaological transition of an individual,
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death also causes a shift in the group dynamidowoilg death, relatives and community
members gather to mourn the dead and care forathg bften in the form of ritual and/or
celebration. For instance, while individuals in Agaculture are fully responsible for their
own lives, the family, however, is responsibletfue dead; as such, the family and friends of
the deceased gather together to prepare and pehnighty elaborate funerals (Bonsu and
Belk 2003: 44). These rituals indicate acts off‘peéservation” on behalf of the group;
death is, at base, a threat to the cohesion, tfenmation, and the tradition of a society and
of an entire culture, and thus mortuary ritualsvpte reinforcement of social solidarity and
group cohesion (Malinowski 1954[1925]. 34-35). lukee, van Gennep ([1907] 1960)
observed that just as some cultures maintain oitegparation for the dead from society and
the world, many cultures also perform importaréggiof incorporation that, amongst other
things, reunite living members of the group witlcleather and with the deceased.

It is also important to note the ways in which phgkobjects can also play a role in
self-expression and social processes of death. Ments, internment vessels, and even
personal possessions often provide means of conuatting individual expression and
distinction as well as maintaining group identityasocial solidarity. In many contemporary
Western societies, material objects such as taf&ldy decorations, household items, and
consumer goods are sometimes incorporated intouanyrtituals and processes of grief,
mourning, and remembrance. To these practicesaidahd Hockey (2001) suggest that
such material objects and possessions present ¢hasasas something “permanent” in an
otherwise impermanent society and culture, thusigiog “a sense of temporal and spatial
‘anchoring’” and a visible quality of endurance whabserved alongside materials that are

meant to physically decay, such as coffins andses§203, 205, 212; also see Huyssen
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1995). In doing so, they argue that these objetdsp@ssessions are able to “construct a
sense of enduring personhood” for deceased indalsdiiHallam and Hockey 2001: 209;
210; 211). Yet, with most everything else involweith rituals and processes of grief,
mourning, and remembrance, these items are alsbsoesthat the living may relate to the
dead and “provide for the bereaved very real semsabf contact with the deceased” (lbid.,
209). In sum, Hallam and Hockey contend that bgding together various objects that are
“highly attuned to individuals’ perceived biographiand social identities,” material displays
of mortuary practice maintain “a social presencthefdeceased” (ibid.).

While these comparisons and perspectives on theriand practices of death are in
no way intended to be conclusive, working througérea few of the particular ways in
which death is treated within various cultural sys$ and times can allow us to determine
how death might be treated differently within owrosociety and culture (see Metcalf and
Huntington 1991). Here, what seems to remain irtreghfor funeral practices of
contemporary America are the use and incorporati@ommodities, brands, and consumer
preferences, and their relationship to perceivertassions of lifestyle, taste, and distinction

in times of death.

Lifestyle, Taste, and Distinction

Perhaps one of the most important empirical analgédifestyle and taste can be
found in Pierre Bourdieu’s (198Djistinction In general, taste is often regarded as a
personal preference for various kinds of clothfiegd, art, music, and, in this case, funeral
products and performances.Dstinction, however, Bourdieu argues that personal tastes,

and the lifestyles associated with them, providengmortant means of not only personal but
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also social distinction. Bourdieu shows that tasteonly represents individuals’
classificatory systems of perception, appreciatan differentiation of various cultural
objects and/or practices in relation to how goaus @ractices are consumed; but also, how
lifestyle and taste also provide people with a nseafrperceiving, appreciating, and
differentiating themselves and others. What mal@sr@eu’s schema most important is the
extent to which he illustrates how lifestyle, tasted distinction are indeed a matter of
cultural inflection, social positioning, and praeti

A taste for art is Bourdieu’s preferred exampldotv individuals draw distinctions
between, and thereby classify, different object @ractices. Here, Bourdieu suggests that
one’s taste could be identified not only by hider preference for, say, an original
landscape painting by Claude Monet (versus thatross-produced landscape print), but
also in his or her ability to distinguish betwebg two. It is perhaps obvious, however, that
not everyone always, if ever, shares in similathess judgments and preferences. This is
because taste is not a matter of individual whiat,rather one’s taste is predisposed to the
economic, cultural, and social conditions in whinehor she was raised and educated. To use
Bourdieu’s language, taste is influenced by onkabitus,” distribution of capital, and thus
his or her social position within a hierarchicalsd structure.

Bourdieu’s notion of habitus represents systemsobnscious, internalized
“dispositions” that provide social agents with theental, or cognitive, structures” by which
they organize their own behavior as well as peecéie behaviors of others (see
Bourdieu1984). It is through these dispositions geople perceive, think about, act within,
and thus navigate the social world: habitus reptsseur embodiment of the social world,

revealed in our aspirations and preferences. pamte, one’s habitus is directly linked to
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his or her liking, or “taste,” for paintings by Qide Monet over mass-produced prints, or
even for NASCAR races rather than opera performan&e a system of dispositions
dependent upon one’s social position, habitus sgmts the embodiment of one’s capital.
From Bourdieu’s (1986) perspective, capital isrtwource that enables one to accumulate
some manner of physical or symbolic “profit,” whiahses out of one’s participation in a
given form of capital. Bourdieu (1986; 1993) dedigur forms of capitaleconomiqwealth
and income)social (the accumulation of various resources by virtugroup membership),
cultural (social skills, education, tastes, material gopas§isymbolic(the use of symbols to
create and solidify social realities, usually ie fhursuit of honor or prestige). Social
position, then, is illustrated by both the quanaéisywell as quality of capital that an
individual, group, or institution obtains withindlsocial world (ibid.). One’s overall quantity
and quality of capital (in all forms) varies ované, and it is such variation in habitus, when
charted by others, that gives indication as tontla@ner in which an individual arrived at his
or her present social position.

In strongly influencing all other forms of capitalltural capital represents an
individual’s cultural knowledge and competencyloé external world, and as such provides
him or her with a means of navigating the extemalld (see Bourdieu 1993). That is to say,
if the external world is considered to be a codeulfural materials and symbols.g, art,
music, literature, sports and leisure, etc.), thénan individual’s cultural capital that
provides him or her with the knowledge and the cdpdi.e., the tools) to first decode.Q,
appreciate and understand the meaning of a pieag)and then communicate the decoded
information with othersife., socialize with others of similar cultural capitald dispositions)

(Bourdieu 1984; 1986). Thus, an individual who ktke cultural capital necessary to
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“uncode” a specific piece of music or artwork, fiestance, will feel, as Bourdieu (1984)
describes, “lost in a chaos of sounds and rhytlohors and lines, without rhyme or reason”
(2). This is because such cultural knowledge amdpstency is not only learned, but is as
relative to one’s social position as habitus arfeeoforms of capital.

As mentioned, habitus varies from person to pedepending upon one’s unique
position within the social world. And while not eyene has the same habitus, social agents
with similar social experiences, and who might shesimilar social position, can indeed
share habitus. As such, Bourdieu (1990) suggeatshtbitus might explain why two
individuals, previously unknown to one another, dusimilar socio-economic background,
for instance, might feel a kindred connection @arstsimilar dispositions (perhaps for
NASCAR races, to use the previous example). Wheandimidual expresses his or her tastes
or classifies an object in a particular way, hslog reveals a great deal about his or her
background and relative position within the sowatld. Hence, beyond a means of
classifying various objects and practices, tasdte pfovides the basis by which “one
classifies oneself and is classified by others”uileeu 1984:56). Bourdieu argues that taste
provides individuals with a sense of place in theia world, guiding them toward the
cultural goods and practices and social positibaslefit their relative wants, needs, and
dispositions (ibid., 466). This means that for geapho share similar backgrounds and
dispositions, adherence to a certain taste “fotigesinconscious unity of a class,” or, more
generally, provides a means for group distinctibrd(, 77). In this way, then, individuals
and groups tend to define themselves in oppositia@ne another, wherein tastes are used to

classify others by way of identifying differencedagreating distance. It is in such a way that
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Bourdieu argues tastes are justified and assestéued’refusal of other tastes”—which is to
say that one’s tastes are indeed “the distasteshedbstes of others” (ibid., 56).

Following this conception of taste, Bourdieu exptaihat one’s “lifestyle” is the
unifying pattern, or system, of his or her clasdife practices and distinctive tastes (ibid.,
171). As such, lifestyle can be understood as mkpqualified system of signs that are
perceived by others as a system of social diffexerfibdid., 171-175). This means that as
individuals and groups surround themselves withlsyls) objects, and practices to which
they are socially and culturally disposed (suchblathing styles, food and drink preferences,
and forms of entertainment), and as a consequestensatically manifest and communicate
their differences and distinctions from one anotBaurdieu 1984:173). In matters of
difference and distinction, then, Bourdieu is mastcerned with the topic of class identity
and the manner in which tastes, and the lifesgtched to them, orient and represent
different hierarchical status positions within gueial order. He argues that, “Taste [and
thereby, lifestyle] is a practical mastery of diatitions which makes it easy to intuit what is
likely (or unlikely) to befall—and therefore befitan individual [or group] occupying a
given position in social space” (ibid., 466). linet words, Bourdieu argues that every
consumer choice and every consumer ritual is caresgty defined by all possible
configurations of “social moves and constraintgtttelate back to the consumer’s social
class standing (see Slater 1997:163). Thus, digimcdrawn out by taste and lifestyle are

both a consequence and an expression of classatiisti.
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Lifestyle, Consumption, and Branding

While Bourdieu’s schema does well to relate conoaptof “personal” taste and
lifestyle patterning to a range of possible consupnactices and choices, some recent
scholarship on consumption observes consumenfiéegiday as being less heavily weighted
by visible class structures and (hierarchicalustalistinctions (Chaney 1996; Dunn 2008;
Giddens 1991; Slater 2008[1997]). This is not tptbat these theories are mutually
exclusive with those of class orientation and stme; and particularly those of Bourdieu.
Rather, the suggestion is that contemporary Amesi¢defined as individuals, groups, or
consumers) are not necessarily and always consofauslass influence on their lifestyles
and tastes, and thus they may find other waystminalizing their preferences and
distinctions.

To this notion, some scholars argue that the Uriitadles’ current culture of
consumption—influenced by new forms of credit, fineng, marketing, advertizing, and
shopping, as well as by wider income markets ancerdiversified social and cultural
demographics—has contributed to a marketplacediffatentiates individuals and groups by
lifestyle practices that are centered around sgllizxpressive behavior rather than “visible
class boundaries” (Dunn 2008:123-128; Featherst®fé; Slater [1997] 2008). Likewise,
such scholars offer that some consumers, oftenawikigly, place greater emphasis upon
socially perceivedisesandstylesof consumer goods and practices that are not =dely
or consciously upon monetary or class-coded vdl@haney 1996; Dunn 2008). While use
and style can be very much interpreted as “claged@alues,” consumers may not always
be aware that they are doing is valued in termsoofal class. In these cases, material goods

and consumer practices may be used to negotiaitd positions along a “horizontal axis of
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noneconomic criteria” and maintain social distiong byout-groupandin-group lifestyle
patterns (Dunn 2008:123). Here, individuals andigsowill often differentiate themselves
and stake claim to lifestyle practices by cultingtspecific kinds of knowledge and/or
appropriating certain material goods that are @setlelling signs” of either social belonging
or discrimination (McCraken 1988:34,75). A consuehosen style of clothing or
preferred shopping habits communicate to othergiveh@r not he or she is to be recognized
as “part of the group.” In such a way, then, consulifiestyle can be understood as a mutual
negotiation of “difference” and “conformity.” Toignotion, Dunn (2008) suggests that
consumer lifestyle today is just as much a waycafvVing out an identifiable social slot
within an anonymous mass,” as it is a means ofifaiong a “tangible and patterned
connection to others” as a “badge of membershgpgdnoup or subculture” (130, 156).
Indeed, one manner in which some consumers choasgrtify such exclusive and
inclusive distinctions is through the acquisitiordalisplay of certain consumer goods and
specific commodity brands. Klein (2010) shows thr@nds are created to embody particular
meanings that are intended to sell particular glaat/or lifestyles to consumers. Through
such meaning, some consumers will develop persdeatifications, or attachments, with
brands that then communicate to them given ideastdiow to live, how to be, and how to
be seen. For the consumer the idea is to dispeysonal taste or lifestyle preference
through the loyal or habitual sporting of a labelago (Chaney 1996:108). To this, Holt
(2004) suggests that those consumers are embradirand’s “identity value,” which he
describes by brands that are “imbued with stohas ¢consumers find valuable in
constructing their identities” (3, 4). In thesetarsxes, Holt suggests that brands act as

“vessels of self-expression” to which consumervigaige for help in communicating how
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they think about themselves and how they think abweir position within the world (Holt
2004:3; Bauman 2007; Klein 2010). As Holt (2004k0f no discussion of class value in
brand consumption, it is important to note thatvisk does not conflict with the argument
that use, style, taste, and distinction are neetis class-coded. Indeed, many brands are
imbued with class-value and are thus consumed mpthgled for their class related identity
value (see Baudrillard [1998] 2008).

All the same, such brand attachment can, on thénand, provide consumers with
feelings of autonomy and individualized self-exgiea and thus a means of distinguishing
themselves from others. However, just as peopla fetationships with certain commodities
and their brands for reasons of personal expressimfurther suggested that consumers
also identify with brands because they embody restaared ideals or tastes as well. Hence,
on the other hand, brands may also provide consumén a means of social conformity.
Bauman (2007) shows that within a society of corsgnsocial bonds tend to be mediated
by markets for consumer products wherein the psoéself-identification is pursued, and
subsequently displayed, through “visible ‘mark$efonging™ (82-83). As certain brands
become associated with particular lifestyles, thegome totems for “social collectives” and
“insignias of membership in a lifestyle or grou@h@aney 1996:106; Dunn 2008:181). Holt
(2004) explains that brands are saturated wittstaityi of collective consumer experiences,
meaning, and “identity value,” and thus what makdésand most powerful is the “collective
nature” of consumers’ perceptions about the vdiaéthe brand holds (2004:1-12). Thus,
many consumers continue to identify with or remayal to certain brands because they
have are locked into a social network of other oomsrs who share similar loyalties, tastes,

and consumer dispositions (ibid., 150).
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Consumption and Affect

Holt (2004) is quick to suggest that the most effecbrands are those regarded as
cultural valuable. He contends that consumers fatggEhments to brands not because of
their primary emotional value, but rather becausiear ability to provide personal identity
value and myths of cultural resolution. That isoa other reasons, consumers flock to
brands with a value they can use to lessen thairidentity burdens and personal anxieties.
Such culturally valuable brands, however, also titheebility to create stories, or myths,
that smooth over social tensions in response toral changes and resolve cultural
contradictions resulting from collective social aties, such as economic strife. Yet, beyond
these socio-cultural perspectives on consumptiagnbaanding, a further suggestion is that
consumers will attach themselves to certain comtiesdand brands because ofeamotional
pull or connection. Using the term “emotional bremgd’ Gobé ([2001] 2010) argues that the
most effective of brands engage consumers in asgrgperience packaged with emotional
content and distinctive personality. As such, Gpbsits that effective branding is about
consumer interactions that establish connectiodsoarid relationships between brands and
people, and thus drawing upon senses and feelgng®lhas emotions and sentiments.
Rather than argue Gobé and Holt and others agadest other, it is simply important to note
that emotional experiences are also found to plejeain the consumption and display of
commodity brands. Hence, an analysis of the relaligp between consumption and affect
could prove to be just as valuable, and even camgxary to, a cultural and class-based
analysis.

Indeed, some anthropologists suggest that someicars will align themselves with

particular brands, not necessarily to identify vathertain lifestyle, but so as to maintain
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intimate and familial social bonds or shared meguaind experiences with others. Miller
(1998) suggests that these bonds are constructechaimtained through very specific acts of
consumption, which are most importantly expressethe consumer as both love and
devotion toward the other. He argues that consumptiia shopping, “Takes the form of
neither subject nor object but of the values toolwlpeople wish to dedicate themselves'—
i.e., love and devotion (Miller 1998: 12). As an exaeiller draws upon the case of a boy
who desired nothing more than a specific, brandensotcer jersey. He explains that the
boy’s parents are eager to obtain this jerseyiforliecause—interestingly enough—they see
it as a key to ensuring his “constitution as a mends his peer group” (Miller 1998: 26).
Unable to afford the item, the parents borrow fufids the boy’s own savings in order to
pay for the jersey. In this case, Miller suggel#d,t“love takes the more exquisite form of
parental anxiety over how the son will be treafdteidoes not live up to the expectation of
his peers” (Miller 1998: 26-27). While there arerp@onsumer experiences that indeed are
self-indulgent, with this example Miller providewdication that this is not always the case.
He shows that consumers can feel a distinct sér@sponsibility in making sure that they
purchase what they believe their significant otlmersd in order to maintain a “proper” social
existence. Given the present study, the questionbmasked whether or not it is believed
that this proper social existence must be carrniggost-mortem as well.

Like Miller, Foster (2007) suggests that consunmeay be dedicated to a certain
name brand product not because they were ideolbgaanditioned to do so, but rather
because a brand might call upon intimate sociatlbam shared experiences with others.
While popular opinion might suggest that the vadtia commodity brand is merely

constructed by superficial marketing strategiesaheertising ploys, Foster argues that both
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companies and consumers create “brand value” iperation. On the side of the consumer,
Foster (2007) argues that brands are producedutjhrthe everyday practices in which
consumers use branded goods to create sociabredaind shared meanings and affect”
(716). Here Foster gives the example of a mother evily uses one type of laundry
detergent to wash her family’s clothes becausethie one and only detergent that her own
mother used to wash laundry. This detergent braisdolecome an important part of her daily
routine, of her duties as a mother and wife andgiger, and even as a daughter; in these
ways this brand has become an anchor in maintathegge very specific social bonds and
shared meanings in her family. Foster (2007) artjussthese are “brands that are not simply
respected and trusted, but loved,” and thus thes®lb, astovemarkdto use an advertizing
term), “signal an emotional connection and attaaftr@a brand that goes beyond reason”
(708). That is to say consumers don't always pwelgoods and services, or brands, based
upon any notion of logic or list of variables, swhvalue or utility. Some consumers, in fact,
purchase and/or use certain goods, services, anidiods because of the strong emotional

bonds these items facilitate between themselveotrmls.

Applying History and Theory

History and theory surrounding the human treatnoédeath are as vast and multi-
dimensional as mortuary rituals themselves. Hetlgesurvey of death rites and funeral
practices, and the various theories regarding tipeesented in this thesis is in no way
intended to be exhaustive or wholly conclusive. Tbmparisons and perspectives presented
here are meant to distinguish the particular wayshich death is treated within various

social and cultural systems over time and in sgaddat we may determine how death is—
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or is not—treated differently within our own sogi@nd culture (see Metcalf and Huntington
1991).

One point to be drawn from these cultural compassand perspectives is that death
often presents not only an occasion to celebradféhof the deceased, but also a time of
sociality and group maintenance for the livingwlinat way(s) do the funeral practices of this
study maintain similar components of individuabtiyd sociality? In comparison to other
mortuary rituals, to what extent are familial boraa&l values important in the funerals of this
study? In consideration of these questions, to wktgnt should one suggest that these
funerals really are only about individual distimctiin times of death? In comparing mortuary
rituals of American history to those of some cuwdgim West Africa, we find that the
dynamic of such individuality and sociality is aftaegotiated through displays of social
standing. To what extent is the display of sodiahding important to the people involved
with the funeral practices of this study? Furthereeve find that the display of material
objects and images can also negotiate the rel&iijps individuality and sociality between
the living and the dead. How do the objects andmy}s+—the commodities and brands—of
these funerals facilitate a relationship of induadity and sociality by providing identity for
the deceased and social context for the living?

In teasing out the particulars of the funeral pcast researched in this present study,
what stands out in relief are the use and incotmraf commodities, brands, and consumer
preferences, but also their perceived relationghibe concepts of lifestyle and taste and the
expression of distinction in times of death. Wiglgards to existing literature and theory on
these topics and concepts (Bourdieu 1984; Chan@§; I9unn 2008; Featherstone 1991;

Slater 2008[1997]), another set of pertinent qoestneeds to be addressed. On behalf of the
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people involved, how do perceptions and expressabhtestyle, taste, and distinction
function within these commodity-branded and congutinemed funeral practices? In what
way(s) are commodities, brands, and consumer gefes used negotiate distinctions in
times of death? To what extent are these distinsteomatter of creating and communicating
difference between individuals, living or deadZdémtrast, how might these distinctions
indeed be about similarity, or even conformity? fehie a fair amount of contention as to the
level of class-consciousness in contemporary Araaraonsumer behavior. Therefore, there
IS, again, a need to question the importance aébkpaosition for the deceased and the people
involved with these funerals. In doing so, it slibloé questioned how commaodities, brands,
and consumer preferences might play a role in asgiple expression of social status and
class standing. Lastly, given that some literaturggests that some consumer behavior is
driven by affect and family ties, like that of somertuary rituals, it is necessary to examine
the extent to which these funerals might be abrptessing affection and maintaining

familial bonds and values.
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CHAPTER 3

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

As sociological phenomena, very little is currerthown about commodity branded
and consumer themed funerals. No known qualitatnguantitative data has yet to be
gathered in an attempt to analyze either the uyiderineaning of these phenomena or the
social significance of these very unique funeraljoicts and practices. For instance, when |
initially began this study with an attempt to gauige overall “popularity” of branded and
themed funeral products and practices, | foundragséve lack of data and information. Of
the manufacturers, distributors, and retailers ks able to locate and contact during this
study, all were either unable or unwilling to dess® any form of manufacturing, distribution,
and/or sales information that might add perspecovwbe size and/or popularity of these
funerals. Upon contacting the National Funeral €iwes Association (NFDA) department of
statistics, | was informed that no known qualitator quantitative records describe the
products, practices, or performances of brandedrals (to use my own term). According to
the NFDA, these types of funerals would be catadageder the broader category of
“personalized funerals”; however, due to the faet the American funeral industry has yet
to clearly define the category of “personalizedeats,” there are no known records

depicting the personalized funeral category either.

Developing an Approach

During this research project | was able to locatly aineteen manufacturers,

distributors, retailers, and funeral homes andotlims known to be openly and legitimately
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involved in the production and distribution of bd&a and themed funeral products and
services. According to data actually collectedhmy NDFA department of statistics, in 2009
there were an estimated 25,820 funeral directotisarUnited States, 24,181 funeral homes
recorded in 2011, and an undocumented number efduy product manufacturers and
distributors in the same year (see www.nfda.orgywisworld.com). Referenced against
these statistics it would appear that the smalllmemof professionals | was able to locate in
fact reveal branded funerals to be a marginal paetithin the mainstream U.S. funeral
industry. However, for a number of reasons citeavabit is currently impossible to gauge
the degree of “representativeness” of branded alpgrenomena in the United States.

First of all, burial and cremation product manudiaictg and distribution is an
unregulated trade in the United States. Today cangenter can craft and decorate caskets,
any mason can cut and etch stone grave markergmgnentrepreneur can become a
wholesale or retail distributor of funerary prodsetall of which accounts for the
undocumented number of funerary product manufagunethis country. (A few of my own,
later discussed, informants can in fact be categdrin this manner). Likewise, there is no
accounting for the illegal use of copyrighted maeri.e., consumer brands—in the
production of memorial products and the performasfdeinerals. Thus, it is impossible to
know how many product manufacturers produce ardremtuary products that are adorned
with illegally obtained and distributed copyrightehnds.

For similar reasons, ascertainment of how manynassies legally obtain and
distribute branded funeral products and servicésmerica today is impossible. However,
commodity branded and consumer-themed funeralbeatudied on a qualitative, case-by-

case basis. For instance, a number of (anonymausjdl industry professionals contacted in
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this study willingly disclosed that they have digemed various methods of legally producing
branded funeral products without obtaining copytriggrmission or paying copyright fees.
Most often this is done in one of two ways. Eittiex business will discretely alter the
branded image that is being used, so as to noalacteplicate copyrighted material, or they
will request that their customers legally purchémebranded image or commodity elsewhere
and then provide it to the funerary company. Imdaso the customer owns the rights to the
image or commodity, and can then request that imb@rporated into the funeral in any way
he or she chooses.

Lastly, it is not known how many independent constgror funeral homes made a
one-time-only purchase of a branded funeral produservice. Of the product
manufacturers and distributors contacted during $hudy, some indicated that they often
engage in one-time-only sales with funeral homesyateries, and/or the general public. In
these cases, where repeat business does not salas jnformation and client files are often
neither recorded nor kept.

For these reasons, this study brackets questioie @lize, scope, and overall
popularity of branded funerals. Rather, the prim@gcern of this research is with the direct
observation of social phenomena. To this end, tehadological aim of this research study
is to interpret the shared meaning of a brandedralras situated action, which is established
by social agents within a world of signs and olgeBly examining the personal experiences
of agents, the intent of this study is to undedtidne relationship between consumer
branding, the expression of lifestyle and tastd, the performance of the funeral among

participants in a very small sample of brandedtaedied funerals.
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Research Informants

During the spring of 2012, | conducted nine intews with individuals intimately
experienced with these newly developing brandedrtirtrends. As “research informants,”
these individuals are divided into two categori@american) funeral industry
professionals,” individuals involved in the manutatg, distribution, and/or retail sale of
branded funeral products or services; and the ifsogmt others” of the deceased, primarily
family members of persons for whom a branded furveaa purchased and/or performed.

As previously mentioned, | was able to locate amutact nineteen funeral industry
professionals (businesses and individuals) opessdg@ated with branded funeral products,
practices, and/or services. This search was coaduxt means of mass media research—
provided by newspaper articles, radio broadcastepany websites, and Internet “cold
searches”—as well as by referrals from other rebeeontacts and informants. Of these
nineteen total professionals, eleven may be demtials product manufacturers or
distributors, whereas eight may be described aguyataetailers or funeral service providers
(i.e. individual funeral directors). In the end, whaght professional informants were
willingly interviewed, six interviews were ultimdyeused in the data collection and analysis
of this study. Importantly, all professional infeaints contacted for this study represent
businesses and/or individuals that have publictgldsed “regular” production, distribution,
and/or sales of legally branded memorial productsservices, as well as report to have
intimate knowledge of their customers’ personalezigmnces and desires. Interviews were
conducted via telephone conversations as well psiigon. With each in-person interview |
was also given permission to conduct on-site fadddervations of the various informants’

manufacturing facilities, funeral homes, and/oailettores.
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In regards to significant other informants, | wiemed the opportunity to speak
directly with the family members of two individualéo were memorialized by their unique
life-style choices as well as their allegianceaaa@n name-brand commodities. Due to
ethical restrictions | was unable to directly slparticipation from significant other
informants, as | would be unable to know whethemairthese persons were amidst a period
of bereavement. Therefore, all contact made betwaeelf—the researcher—and any
significant other informant was facilitated throughwvilling third party, which often
consisted of professional informants and contgetfessional colleagues, and personal
acquaintances. Once contacted and informed otady by a third party, all willing
significant other informants were then directed¢aatact the researcher for potential
participation in this research study. While thimpéing method provided contact with a
number of potential informants, in the end | wake db yield two telephone interviews with
the immediate family of two deceased men. As altiesecondary-sourced testimony of two
significant others, which was garnered from pupldiktributed interviews found in print
and Internet media resources, have been included sowiden the sample of non-funeral
industry professional informants.

In the following “Findings and Analysis” chaptetl imformant testimony and field
observations, along with all secondary-sourcednesty, are presented together as a series
of narratives. Lived experiences and personal atesdjained from in-person and telephone
interviews are presented in the same context kbdie descriptions and personal accounts
and any testimony garnered from mass media reseuUteeh case is meant to highlight the
personal experiences of individuals while emphagigach informant’s unique vantage

point, either as a funeral industry insider or &greeral participant and/or first hand observer.
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These interviews are intended to explore and araiyity a cross-section of commodity-
branded and consumer-themed funeral products,igeactind experiences rather than
attempt to present a holistic generalization dbranded funeral phenomenon.” Each
informant of this study gave consent to use hisesractual name and personal information
within this written paper; however, only “professa informants™ names and information is
revealed within this paper. All “significant oth@formants” and any deceased persons
mentioned in this study have been given pseudon@atggorization and coding of all
informant testimony occurred during the procesdaté collection and is based upon
informants’ implicit and explicit reference to sélentity, self-expression, taste, lifestyle
choices, brand/commodity preferences and loyaléied,any manner in which these

categories relate to various social relationshigbgroup identifications.
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CHAPTER 4

FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS

Professionals

The following narratives describe the experiencebstastimony of funeral industry
professionals (businesses or individuals) privitegéth a unique insight into the meanings
and motivations of branded funeral products, sesjiand/or products. All professional
informants were asked to provide background infaimnaabout their business and to
describe their professional involvement with brath(ges well as generally “personalized”)
funeral products, services, and/or products, dmmhgsible, to share any detailed information
about their clients’ and customers’ personal bamligd, motivations, and/or experiences.
While all professional informant interviews werengersational, each informant was asked a
series of semi-structured questions intended to lgackground information and compose a

model of his or her business.

From the World’s Finest Brands

Established in 2003, Michigan-based Eternal Iméage,is the self-proclaimed
pioneer of “brand-name memorial products.” Sincgt @ppearing on the market in 2006, the
company’s product line has grown to include buaiadl cremation caskets, cremation urns,
and grave marker engravirighat display recognizable consumer brands andslsgoh as

Star Trek, the band KISS, Precious Moments, andydeam in Major League Baseball (to

3 According to eternalimage.net, customers may mselan “engraving certificate,” which is to be take the
funeral home, cemetery, stonecutter, or monumeifddnof his/her choice and thereby grants the j&sion
for a one-time engraving of an officially licensecand name. The website indicates that theseicatés must
be used within six months of purchase.
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name only a few) (see figure 5). Although one efttost well known manufacturers and
distributors of funerary products in the Unitedt&sa Eternal Image, Inc. CEO and Founder,
Clint Mytych, confesses that he has always beenussider to the mortuary business and the
American funeral industry. In fact, when | spokeéhaytych he explained that he developed
the idea for the company’s unique product line @ftgr he began to consider his own
mortality and eventual demise.

Several years ago Mytych began searching for @mnntent vessel in the likeness of
a 1967 Ford Mustang. As a self-described car ergbtjdMytych wanted to ensure that his
life-long appreciation for antique automobiles, @pécifically his taste for the classic Ford
Mustang, would be appropriately represented abwis funeral (interview with Clint
Mytych). Yet, much to his dismay, Mytych’s searabguced negative results. A brand-
conscious consumer himself, Mytych realized thahded goods have proven successful in
most other markets, and he therefore had littldotithat they would be successful with
memorial products as well. Mytych suggests thattmesple, like himself, have a personal
attachment to a particular brand(s) that, as hg, shyings them joy or fulfillment” in
everyday life (interview with Clint Mytch). Belieng that “people would want the same
identification with brand names in memorial prodti@s in everyday life, Mytych was given
the inspiration to create Eternal Image, Inc. (wiew with Clint Mytych). Now a successful
memorial products manufacturer, Mytych claims irnal Image’s goal is to “celebrate
the passions of life”; in doing so he notes, “Weethrand names that people identified with
in life, their passions and hobbies, and make thraskemark designs an essence available in

memorial products” (Alexander 2011:1).
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ETERNAL
IMAGE.

Figure 5.Featured Products on the Eternal Image, Inc. Weeksstiérnalimage.n
(www.eternalimage.net, Retrieved Feburary, 2(

Informed by his own brand attachment, Mytych fitllst brands provide individu:
personal pleasure and satisfaction, which, Mytuggests, they then use as a mear
narrating how they choose to live their li—in life as in death. His sentiments echo thos
some scholars who suggest that consumers will édten personl attachments an
developed tasteand intimate relationsps with specific brands because of the way tl
brands make them feel about themselves and traaie plithin the world (Foster 200Gobé
2001;Holt 2004; Klein 2010). While this gives credenoeMytych’s argument the
consumers who identify with cern brands or commodities in life would want the s
identification in death, it sheds little light dmetintrinsically social aspect of the fune
practices—and, for that matter, brarconsumption. Given that funerals are often purath
and arranged bthe family and friends of the deceased, | ask Mytiycdiscuss why h
believes that others would want ne-brand funeral products foineir loved ones. To th

question, Mytych replies th:
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In our day-in-age branding is everywhere. So matb¢hat Americans, in general,
are more comfortable—talking in relation to funesaivices—having a brand name
there...something there that is more of a testimorth¢ way someone lived or to
what their passion was or what their hobbies w@néerview with Clint Mytych.)

While Mytych continues to maintain that identifigat with a brand is indeed a
personal matter, he does note, however, a veryriaposocial component to such brand
identification. Just as Bourdieu (1984) argues tasies “classify the classifier” as they are
necessarily perceived by others in a social wodigtych suggests that brands play an
important role in not only individuals’ self-idefitiation but also in the way that they are
identified by others. In this way identificationtvia brand or preferred commodity becomes
a signifier in how an individual wishes to be ségrothers (Holt 2004; Klein 2010).
Importantly, however, Mytych continues to furtheraly that the banality of commodity
brands offer not only a familiar comfort for griegi families, but also a way of maintaining a
relationship between the living and the dead. Idd#dgs speaks to Miller’s (1998) notion
that some consumers feel a distinct sense of reggbty in making sure that they purchase
what they believe their significant others neednder to maintain a “proper” social
existence—perhaps even in death.

As | further questioned Mytych about the “comfogfi notion of branded funeral
products, he admited that his limited interactiagthwonsumers prevented him from
knowing much about the personal sentiments of tidsehave actually purchased his
company’s products (interview with Clint Mytych)teégnal Image, Inc. rarely sells its
products direct to consumers, but rather distriuteproducts to various funeral homes and
mortuaries that do provide a retail experience.rétoee | contacted Eternal Image product

retailer and New Jersey funeral director, Dennis3gle. McGee’s personal interaction with

consumers and his history as a funeral directoe lpaovided him with invaluable insight
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into the changing values of funeral consumers bacvolution of funeral practices. As we
talked, McGee described for me that in funeral ficas of the past the deceased’s affiliation
with local fraternal organizations or church growas usually used to negotiate
relationships between the bereaved and the detaiew with Dennis McGee). He argues
that people today, however, are less apt to maifiganiliar bonds and social relationships
via such traditional affiliations. Rather, McGedidees that things like popular brands have
now come to facilitate these relationships in tiraedeath:

We’'re so spread out that, you know, larger brahdsreach coast to coast are, |

think, much more easily identifiable. So no mattere you are, when you come in

[to our funeral home] with a family member it's sething that you can share in...as

opposed to the more traditional stuff. ... Things liggos and emblems are easily

identifiable, and they're easy to attach yourself.t. A lot of times it's even easier
for the person going through the event of death-tHerfamilies it becomes easily
identifiable too. | know that if | see a [Philadeig] Phillies logo, | know that my dad
loved that team. And because he loved that tediave fond memories of sitting on
the couch and watching a game with my dad. Sdyittweds too are part of that
experience. (Interview with Dennis McGee.)

Here, McGee touches on a number of important issugsmmediately relevant is
his suggestion that commodity brands provide a @m@sm by which people create and
maintain social bonds. As such, Bourdieu (1984)ld/@xplain that such bonds are formed
through shared aesthetic dispositions and socioh@llbackgrounds, which, as other
theorists would add, results in a social networkdfviduals with shared brand loyalties (see
Holt 2004). Yet, at the same time, much in that Wet McGee makes specific reference to

familiar ties, it is important to note that commiydarands can function as facilitators of

shared meaning, love, and affect as well (see [1998; Foster 2007; Miller 1998).
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Be Remembered As You Lived

Similar to Eternal Image, Kansas-based ‘Til We M&gain (TWMA) manufactures
and sells assorted styles of caskets, urns, ane gnarkers that depict various commodity
brands and themes, including Major League Base®tll, Trek, Harley Davidson, and KISS.
Like Mytych, TWMA Founder and President, Nathan 8ywas an outsider to the funeral
industry who felt that there was a potential mafkebranded and otherwise personalized
funeral products. Rather than manufacture from iela@use and distribute to second-party
retailers, TWMA operates as an in-house custonamaghop and retail storefront in the
Towne West Square shopping mall in Wichita, Kar{sas figure 6). Given the opportunity
to visit TWMA, | met with the store’s office managéngela Garrett. As we walk through
the store and browse their product catalogues eGgints out several items that were
designed to match past customers’ individualizetbs. The store’s showroom floor is
littered with caskets shaped like racecars or aggedrlike grand pianos, and urns shaped like
Harley Davidson motorcycle gas tanks or adorned spiort team logos. Garrett points to a
catalogued photograph of a cigar box-shaped, woadethat is mounted with figurines of
each character from the animated Disney movie,Stoyy (see figure 7); she tells me it is an
urn designed by special request for the family gbang boy who loved nothing more than
Toy Story (interview with Angela Garrett). Garrdten directs my attention to a display of
what looks like an over-sized novelty fishing rodlaeel (see figure 8). She tells me that it is
a cremation urn as well, and explains that a mamwént fishing with his father every
weekend commissioned the urn for his father upsrdbath (interview with Angela Garrett).
The man had TWMA design an urn that would allow tencontinue taking his father

fishing with him every weekend. What makes thedistinct, Garrett notes, is that it is an
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exact replica (although not built to scale) of tagner’s fishing rod and reel (interview with
Angela Garrett).

Garrett is quick to explain that the boy’s familydathe fisherman’s son both intended
to create urns that celebrated their loved onestirditive personalities and individual tastes.
As Garrett explains (in a way that might agree witme of Mytych’s viewpoints), the boy
developed an attachment to the Toy Story frandbesause it brought him joy and
fulfillment in his short life, and thus his famigopmmissioned the urn so that they could
always remember him by his love of Toy Story. Tisedérman’s son requested that his
father’s urn be an exact replica of his rod and maenely because he was known for using
that particular model and brand of rod and reeé @laim here is that his rod and reel was
part of what made him a distinct person. Yet, terapting to express their loved ones’
distinctive personalities and individual tastesrét implies that the families of the boy and
the fisherman further developed their own idengificn with these commodities and brands.
Thus, it seems that these commodities and brandsliecome not only the means by which
these families remember the distinctive traitshefitloved ones, but also the a way in which
these family members have chosen to relate to tleeeased loved ones (see Foster 2007).
To this, it could be argued that such commoditie$larands have exercised the ability to
represent a valuable identity marker for not jastdeceased but the family as well (Dunn
1998; Holt 2004). Such is the case in Asante fusgweherein the inwardly perceived and
outwardly expressed group identity of the familyniexplicably linked to that of the
deceased (Bonsu and Belk 2003; de Witte 2003).

| found it curious that although the fisherman’a was designed to celebrate the

uniqueness diislife, a replica of his original rod and reel urninsleed for sale to anyone
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Figure 6. ‘Til We Meet Again StorefrorTowne West Square Shopping MéWichita,
Kansas Photo by Nathan R Driski

i

Figure 7. Toy Story Urn. Figure 8. R and Reel Ur
Photo by Nathan R Driskill Photo by Nathan R Driski
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who might want to be interred in a fishing pol@duired as why this is the case, and Garrett
explained that CEO Smith will often recreate spe@quest product designs, such as the rod
and reel urn, so they may be sold to others whoeshasimilar interests or hobbies
(interview with Angela Garrett). Once reproducedritail, Garrett notes that many of these
once one-of-a-kind memorial products quickly becdaworites amongst walk-in customers
of similar interests:
When their loved one does pass they're like, ‘Odgw something in that [store] that
would fit them perfectly.’ [Or,] ‘Oh my gosh Billwould love that casket!...Well, if
Billy passes, then I've found the perfect casketiion!’ (Interview with Angela
Garrett.)
Interestingly, although these designs are undetatay reproduced so as to market to
other consumers of similar interests, tastes, leshlaind/or lifestyles, as a result, such a
process renders these pieces no longer one-oféaere Bourdieu (1984) might suggest
that such a form of shared tastes, lifestyle, argomer practice is that which forges a unity
between individuals of a shared habitus, aesthketjosition, and thus class position (77).
Likewise, other theorists might add that appropyrabf certain material goods is indeed a
telling sign of social belonging—hence, only certdemographic of avid fisherman, “like
us,” would be interred in such an urn (Dunn 1998Qvaken 1988). At the same time,
however, both Bourdieu and other would likely agiest such an attempt to differentiate

oneself amongst a group of like-minded-others ateates a means of discriminating against

any that doesn't fit the profile of someone who Wiooe interred in this way (ibid.).

A Living Personal Expression
Caskets and urns, however, are not the only meandich families and individuals

may distinguish themselves or express their conspneéerences. Beyond traditional casket
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Figure 9. Mickey Mouse Flowse Figure 10University of Notre Dame Masc:
ArrangementCourtesy of Phillips Flower Arrangement. Courtesy of Phillip
Flowers, Chicago, lllinois. Flowers, Chicago, lllinois.

sprays and funeral wreaths, Phillip’s Flowers aiifts@f Chicago, lllinds, specializes it
“personalized funeral flowers” that can be h-crafted in the likeness of anything frc
sports team logos to Mickey Mouse’s face or a Haflavidson motorcyc (see figure 9 and
Figure 10) When | spoke with Jim Van Ewyk, assistant ger of Phillip’s sympath
department and design center, he described fohenprbcess of desning a personalize
arrangement. Van Ewyk explair that there are two common ways in which the fli
design is chosen. More often than not, arrangenveilii begin with an original desig
requestThe deceased’s family, friends, or business assscwill bringa logo or a image t
the design center, somethiVan Ewyk describes asreflection of the deceased’s “favor

thing” or “favorite hobby,” an imagto which the person “relatedinterview withJim Van
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Ewyk). The arrangement is then built from scratakdal upon the customer’s specifications.
As we talk, | ask Van Ewyk why he believes Phiigustomers first began requesting
personalized and branded floral arrangements arychelthinks they're popular amongst
consumers today. He remarks that, “... They want tdifferent; they want their piece to be
different and to stand out...You'll always have tpatson that wants to have something
different, and is willing to pay for it” (interviewvith Jim Van Ewyk).

Yet Van Ewyk indicates that in the case of an oagdesign request, the
arrangement is always photographed and then placedesign catalogue with hundreds of
other personalized flower arrangements (interviath iim Van Ewyk). Thus, the selection
of a previously designed arrangement accountdhoother method in which a floral design
was chosen. Here customers are encouraged to btbevphotographs until finding a design
that best represents the interest or hobby of fhiemmd or loved one. Here, Van Ewyk recalls
one instance where a special request floral arrargesoon became a common and popular
design:

...Not too long ago now...the owner of the Blackhawi®fessional hockey team]

died. The organization ordered a giant Blackhawkblem. And that was taken

downtown and placed in front of the stadium anchttaéen to his office. We did get
quite a few orders from that, from people that baen that. ...t catches your eye.

They'll say, “We were at a wake six months ago tale was that beautiful Indian

head that you made and we’d like to have one madeur friend.” (Interview with

Jim Van Ewyk.)

In many ways Van Ewyk seemed to be stating theéooiswvhen describing his
personalized floral arrangements. He explainedttieat are intended to reflect something
specific to the deceased, as a means of offersmgli@nts and customers what they desire: a

way to be “different and to stand out” (intervievittwdim Van Ewyk). As such, it could it

could be said that his consumers—Ilike others wisirelérand specific materials and

51



possessions—are simply attempting establish amtiftktble social slot within an
anonymous mass” of other consumers (Dunn 200&}oiimg so, it could be further argued
that they are embracing the “identity value” ofitreosen brand, in an attempt to
communicate how they think about themselves andthew think about their position
within the world (Bauman 2007; Holt 2004; Klein Z)10f course, in the event that the
floral arrangement is purchased by another, théreitleceased’s significant other that is
attempting the make these decisions on his or élealb

Yet, as we talked | found it increasingly interegtthat although Van Ewyk
thoroughly described his floral arrangements asllylmique and personal, he then
proceeded to explain to me the various ways in lwhany customer designs are based off
of previous designs found in the shop catalogugitmessed first-hand at a pubic funeral.
This reminded me of my visit to ‘Til We Meet Agaamd the case of the fisherman’s rod and
reel urn. In these instances, Bourdieu might agagygest that the consumers who chose to
purchase such reproduce goods for themselves iottdiaed ones are doing so because of
shared tastes that reflect a similar habitus asthagc disposition. Yet, it might also be said
that some actually chose to use these alreadyraasi@yrangements specifically because
they were previously displayed others. As Baum&0T2 has suggested, within a society of
consumers social bonds tend to be mediated by nsaiddeconsumer products wherein the
process of self-identification is pursued, and sgoently displayed, through “visible ‘marks
of belonging™ (82-83). With the case of the Blaektks floral arrangement perhaps it was
so greatly desired by other consumers becausesifivga designed for the former owner of
the team; and thus those who subsequently chosketign did so to show their perceived

connection to the team, its fans, and its owner.
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As Unique as Your Loved One

While personalized and branded products provideameaue for the expression of
individuality and lifestyle, some have found théuat performance of the conventional
funeral to be limited. As such, some funeral prei@sals have taken it upon themselves to
re-invent the performance of the funeral in a wagt is befitting the lifestyle and tastes of
the deceased. This is the case with Aaron Grinbeerél director at Wade Funeral Home in
Saint Louis, Missouri.

During the nineteen-eighties and nineties, Grineggah to see that many of his
customers no longer desired what he refers to@skie-cutter funeral services,” funerals
that followed a standardized blueprint and lackégdeasonalized touch” (interview with
Aaron Grimes). As a consequence, Grimes for years v great lengths to design uniquely
personalized funerals for his customers. In masgsde would request that his customers
supply him and his staff with personal possessabsintimate stories of the deceased that
could be incorporated in the funeral. However, @srelt that there had to be a more
effective way to thoroughly celebrate an individsi@referred lifestyle and interests. While
attending a Batesville Casket Company product detnation in late 1999, Grimes noticed
that the Batesville Company had constructed asefibackdrops behind various display
caskets. Although these relatively cinematic basgdy dubbed “vignettes,” were designed
as product displays, Grimes decided to incorpdtegee vignettes into the funeral service
itself. He decided that the most appropriate wagetebrate the lifestyle or interest of a
deceased individual was to cinematically recreateesaspect of his or her lifestyle during
his or her funeral. Thus Grimes has installed thaege vignettes inside the Wade Funeral

Home, these being “big mama’s kitchen,” the “spoda’s television room,” and “the

53



traditional parlor” (see figure 11). Customers giree the option—at no additional cost—to
select for their funeral the vignette that bestespnts their own lifestyle or the lifestyle of
their significant other. However, knowing that teet vignettes might not appeal to all
customers, Grimes continues to request that htewess supply him with personal
possessions and intimate stories that can be aswddte a customized vignette.
While touring the Wade Funeral Home with Mr. Grimles explained to me that over the
past decade he has had to fulfill some very uniqgeests, such as having to transform the
funeral home’s chapel into a temporary bowlingyalkefisherman’s pond (filled with live
fish), a backyard bar-b-que, and a casino. Whaselhvignettes, Grimes notes, are obviously
intended to celebrate an individual’s hobby orriests, he admits that customers often
request to incorporate a company affiliation orcjpebrand or consumer product into the
vignette. He remarks that, “People want certairesypf things, because that’s what they're
known for...like in my case it would be Pepsi” (inteaw with Aaron Grimes). He goes on to
say:

We will create anything. There was a gentlemanwuaked for Greyhound Bus, he

was a porter, so we called up Greyhound...and waigaid wooden dolly...and we

put some luggage on it, and put it at the heate@thsket. They also gave us a toy

Greyhound bus and we put it up there too. ...Butshahat you do—you

personalize it...to celebrate someone’s life withrtleved ones. (Interview with

Aaron Grimes.)

Although Grimes is extremely innovative and seeonsd very much in touch with
his consumer base and his clients’ needs and deMre Grimes often continues to observe
things like a “traditional” American funeral direct He understands that personalization is
the growing trend within his industry, and he hbsiously taken great strides to play a large

role in this trend. However, Grimes’s keen senséhe role of the funeral has allowed him

to understand that while most funerals might preaanndividualized focus in the
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Figure 11. Themed Funeral Vignette (“Big Mama’sdkgn”), Wade Funeral Home, !
Louis, Missouri. Photo by Aaron Grim
foreground, what lies behind tiveil of personalization is a ritual orchestratedtfe benefi
of the bereaved. As we continue to talk, Grimesili@ty mentions that although the
thematic funeral services are initially designeexpress the unique lifestyle of t
individual, theyare often transformed into large fan-oriented celebrations (interview wi
Aaron Grimes). He mentions that, more often thamn the families of the deceased f
compelled to interact with the deceased via thefanvignette (interview with Aaro
Grimes). Grimes recalls one particular instance ithailved the “big mama’s kitcher
vignette:
...We had a lady where they always went to her migtheruse every weekend, a
her mother would fry chicken...and they would playdsa ...So | went and got sor
fried chicken and...during the visitation her mothes\eying there in the casket a
they were right there at the table playing carbigefview with Aaron Grimes

Grimes then elaborates in saying that the ultigatd of these vignettes is to crea

“special mood” for the family and friends of theceased; he remarks that, “We just war
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see the wow on the families faces....to get satisfador the families” (interview with
Aaron Grimes).

Grimes and the Wade Funeral Home will oblige amst@mer request. In the past
they’'ve designed thematic funeral vignettes thathacorporated a number of their clients
preferred commodities, brands, and consumer themegig our talk Grimes was hard
pressed to remember most of them, as there havesbemany over the years. Like others in
his field, Grimes has no doubt that the best wagxioress the deceased’s former personal
lifestyle and tastes is by way of his or her fatehkrand of soft drink or automobile or sports
teams or whatever else. Likewise, he is quick te@aghat these tastes are what make each of
us distinct individuals. He understands that pegplaetimes latch onto certain brands and
commodities, for whatever reason, and subsequetiibrs begin to identify them by these
objects or images (see Bauman 2007; Holt 2004nk26iL0). Yet, Grimes also understands
that the representation of the individual, the dsee, reflects only one part of the funeral
ritual; the other part is the social—the deceastdisly, friends, and community. In this
way, according to Grimes, not much is differentiirmore traditional funerals of the past,
present, and in other cultures; death is still vaoch a public event even in the most

personalized of funerals.

One-of-a-Kind Memorials

Headquartered out of an old Phillips 66 filing staton the edge of a small and rural
eastern Kansas town is the Eagle Memorials grav&enaroduction shop and retail store.
The shop specializes in what owner and operatddBiles calls “one-of-a-kind memorials”:

upright and flush mount granite grave markers amthbmonuments that are custom
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sandblasted with nearly any possible choice ofSpealized” images—as evidenced by the
sample stones that scatter the store’s lobby arkdngglot (interview with Bill Jones). The
stones on display at Jones’s shop are of all sheebsizes, and many have been sandblasted
and painted to display sports teams logos, Loonae$ cartoon characters, images of green
John Deere tractors, and even Chevy truck emblems.

Similar to Mytych and Smith, Jones was once anideitso the funeral industry who
noticed a newly developing market for a unique patdDespite being a small town guy,
who constantly refers to his self as an “old redéa refrain that is always followed with a
quiet chuckle and a sly grin), Jones will be thstfone to admit that American culture today
is one of consumerism and rugged individualismwégalk, Jones is constantly referencing
the influential power of money, and that his custosrare willing to pay whatever it takes to
ensure their grave markers are as distinct asean b

The world is changing so fast that everybody iwisty for something different...

Everybody that comes through [my] door wants somgttifferent than [what] “Bob

and Betty’s” got the next spot over from them ia ttemetery. (Interview with Bill

Jones.)

Whenever | ask Jones why his own customers haveastrong desire to be different, he
always notes that he never asks: “It's not my hgsk why,” he says, “It's just my job to do
it” (interview with Bill Jones). Yet, on several casions Jones does note that many of
personalized stones has created over the yearsrdeesdd been more of a reflection of some

of his customers’ personal background, rather jhsintheir consumer preferences. In one

instance, Jones tells me of a couple that camartddr customized grave markers:
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He’s a mechanic...on big trucks—semis, dump truckd,suff like that. And his
wife just recently passed and her dad was a rackser. He said, “Her dad used to
drive ‘jalopies,” and his number was 68. So, ondide | want an old jalopy racecar
and 68 on it. On my side | want a dump truck, beeahat’s what I've done all of my
life.” And when you go and read that stone...it st she liked racecars, and then
you read his side of it and it says that he likathgd trucks. (Interview with Bill
Jones.)

As we talk, Jones notes several grave markers $ierpated from requests similar to
this one—that is, customers who desire personatieseyns that reflect “where they came
from,” and the ways in which their background echoewho they were as a person. Here, it
is easy to suggest that the symbolism in the headsif the truck mechanic and his wife
goes beyond that of personalization in a reflectibtheir cultural dispositions and tastes. In
Bourdieu’s (1984) schema, one’s taste, revealdusior her aspirations and preferences, is
predisposed to the economic, cultural, and sooadlitions in which that person was raised
and educated. What has surfaced here are not aebessatters of individuality, but rather
an embodiment of the social world from which hesloe originated and presently resides.
Yet, as the grave marker of the truck mechanichasavife reveals, we as individuals are
often identified and distinguished by our own outivaxpression of our predisposed
dispositions.

Like Van Ewyk, Jones is also often asked to repdigaeviously design headstones.
Jones too catalogues all of his past designs, el leas a computer program that houses
hundreds of other images—all available for his aongrs’ choosing. Yet, Jones explains that
once he has created a custom-designed markefdanily, other members of the family will
often come to him and request that their own prarged markers will display the same

image, artwork, or logo (interview with Bill Jone¥Yyhat is more, Jones admits that from

time to time he has even been contracted to réplexaexisting marker in a local cemetery,
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one that he did not originally design and consttunderview with Bill Jones). In these
situations Jones will request that the customergonim a photo or a grave rubbing, so that
he may replicate the image exactly. Here it woelelns that many of his customer seek
customized, themed, branded, or otherwise “persmawil grave markers as a means of
connecting with others have already died. In thay Woster (2007) points out that some
consumers gravitate toward certain goods, servaredpr symbols if only because of the
strong emotional bonds these items facilitate betwbemselves and family members. When
| ask Jones why he thinks his customers would ctedesign grave markers that mirror
those of their deceased friends and family memlagyan he tells me that, “It's not my job
to ask why, it’s just my job to do it” (interviewith Bill Jones). He notes that all that is
important to him is that his products and servigeside his customers with the appropriate
closure.

As Jones and | walk around the outside of his st®gurvey the dozens of actual
grave markers (some samples, some custom ordedgiggrayment) that surround the
parking lot (see figure 12). While out front, | akdnes if he would comment on a particular
monument he has on display—an upright headstowvedand etched in the shape of the
storybook steam locomotive, Thomas the Tank Enggge figure 13). At first Jones is
reluctant to discuss the grave marker. Eventualgxplains that it was an early design for a
Kansas City man who commissioned the marker fordaently deceased son. | inquire as to
why the man chose the image of Thomas, as oppodée tesigns of Disney and Looney
Tunes characters that Jones has in his catalogomess explains to me that the man and his

son spent a lot of time playing together with a iflas the Tank Engine train set, and because

59



Figure 13. Thomas the Tank Engine Headstone. Riyoiathan R Driskil
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Thomas was something “they shared together” heedatiot make sure that their shared
interest and his son’s love of Thomas was represianthis grave marker (interview with
Bill Jones). In many ways this marker bears a istgikesemblance to the child’s Toy Story
urn designed by ‘Til We Meet Again. In both instaac¢he child’s personal liking for a
recognizable consumer image is used to expregehsonality as well as memorialize his

relationship with his family.

Significant Others

In the narratives that follow a select number ghgdicant other informants discuss
their now deceased family members and the funératsvere intended to celebrate their
lives. Each interview was almost entirely conveosatl and gave equal weight to
discussions of the deceased’s personal life ankigoagnd as well as his funeral and the
meaning and motivation behind its design. Lasthyave included a couple of secondary-
sourced narratives garnered from newspapers andrnamwebsites. Keeping with primary-
sourced significant other testimony, all informatiof the below-cited secondary-sourced
narratives was provided by family members of deegg®rsons and thus reveals privileged

insight into the meanings and motivations of a gpecific branded funerals.

The Ford Man

As Leann recalls, it is difficult to think of heather, Mark, as anything other than a
“Ford Man” (interview with Leann Brumley). She debes her father’s passion for Ford
brand automobiles as “a part of who he was in [ffeterview with Leann Brumley). A

mechanic for many years, Mark disliked working eamoanobiles that were not Ford made,
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nor would he own or even drive a car made by amypanmy other than Ford. Ford was an
embodiment of his lifestyle, but also a reflectadrhis upbringing and familiar ties. She
suspects that her father came from a family of Foydlists—which, in her mind, explains
why her father proudly instilled a love of Ford kit his own children (interview with Leann
Brumley). And, as Leann also describes, Ford caoetinto be a part of Mark even in death.
As Mark grew sick and closer to death, he insisted his final days and his funeral be a
reflection of his loyalty and love for Ford brangt@mobiles. So when | spoke with Leann
about her father and his funeral, | asked her szlge for me the days following her father’s
death and their family’s attempt to carry out Markhal wishes.

Leann first tells me how Mark requested that hidyboot, at any time after his death,
be transported in any type of vehicle other th&om. Specifically, Mark had indicated to
his other daughter that he did not wish to be parted by a Chevy brand automobile of any
kind, because, as Leann notes, “he alasysa ‘Ford man’ (interview with Leann
Brumley). With this request Mark made a consciditsreto maintain his distinction as a
man of Ford brand automobiles—not only to expresparsonal disposition for Ford, but
also to differentiate himself from those who prefer “rival” Chevy brand. As a family of
Ford loyalists, Mark’s relatives undoubtedly undeosl the sincerity of his final wish. So
when the mortuary staff arrived to retrieve Mankésains in a Chevy minivan his family
refused. Leann recalls that in that moment Mar&inify banded together so as to ensure that
her father’s final wish would not be ignored (iniefv with Leann Brumley). They did so by
transporting Mark’s remains to the funeral homémback of his son’s own Ford mini-van.

Their father and their family’s loyalty to Ford lzeae a medium through which Mark’s
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family was able to express their unwavering loveyalion, and respect for Mark (see
Bauman 2007; Foster 2007; Holt 1997; Miller 1998).

Before his death Mark made a second request—sligitke complicated than the
first, but no less sincere. As nothing more théitegal reflection of his dying devotion to
Ford, Leann tells me that her father wanted hisaremto be transported in the bed of his
brand new Ford pick-up truck during his funeralgassion (interview with Leann Brumley).
This was a difficult task, one that required extemplanning and endless teamwork. Yet, as
Leann explains, her family once again banded t@geth as to devise a way to position his
casket in the bed of the truck (interview with Leddrumley). As before, Mark’s Ford truck
became a means through which his family could esgotieeir love and devotion for Mark
(see Holt 1997; Bauman 2007). In this case, howeark’s friends became a part of this
shared experience; Leann describes that being@blansport Mark to his gravesite in his
own Ford truck allowed Mark’s best friends the ogpnity to ride with him in his the truck

and give him the final farewell that he wanted dederved (interview with Leann Brumley).

The Mopar Guy

Not unlike Mark, Greg was an automotive brand lsfah life and in death;
however, as his family describes him, Greg was apgdt Guy” (interview with Judy and
Jim Johanson). Greg had been a “Moparand car enthusiast his entire life. According to
Greg’s sister and brother-in-law, Judy and Jim,gG@me from an entire family—in fact,
several generations—of Mopar loyalists (intervieithwdudy and Jim Johanson). At an early

age Greg quickly became a self-taught Mopar mecharivlopar race car driver, and an avid

* Mopar (abbreviation for Motor Parts) refers to theomobile parts and service portion of Chryslesu®
LLC. Among car enthusiasts the term is used todiyo@ference the Chrysler parent company and tineis
Chrysler company brand and any Chrysler-built viehieoften including Dodge, Chrysler, and Plymouth.
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collector of antique Chrysler, Plymouth, and Do@ige, Mopar) automobiles. As Greg’s
brother-in-law recalls, “In fact, [Greg] never hadar title issued to him that wasn't a
Chrysler product. Everything was Mopar, there wasrbetween...even if he rented a car it
had to be a Mopar” (interview with Judy and Jimaludon). Indeed, there was not a single
part of Greg’s lifestyle that did not embody the pdo brand. Like Mark, Greg’s loyalty to
the Mopar brand was not only a reflection of hownas raised and with whom he
associated, it was also a means by which he disghgd himself from others (see Bourdieu
1984). In fact, Mopar was such a huge part of Grétgstyle that by the end of his life he
had assembled a collection of antique Mopar bransl ttventy strong. So when Greg died
suddenly, his family felt it was only right thasheloved Mopar cars would be utilized in a
“tribute” to the way Greg lived his life (interviewith Judy and Jim Johanson).

As Jim and Judy talked with me about Greg’s funehay explained that Greg’s son
came up with the idea to include his father’s Magaarcollection in Greg’s funeral service
(interview with Judy and Jim Johanson). On the afatye funeral, Greg’s family and friends
brought several of his beloved Mopar cars, as asHeveral of their own Mopar cars, to the
church where Greg's service was to be held. Likeyisembers from Greg’s three car clubs
traveled from surrounding states, dressed in traious car club uniforms, and contributed
their own Mopar cars to the funeral. Thirty, or mokopar cars were on display along the
front drive of the church during Greg'’s funeralhsee, all of which were later driven by
Greg’s family and friends during the processioiteg’s burial site. Jim described that
Greg’s funeral was “like a car show,” but took ctrenote that “it wasn’t gaudy, it was just

‘Greg™ (interview with Judy and Jim Johanson). this Judy added, “It was part of the
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tribute to him...we all felt like it's what people wial expect, because everybody knew that
cars were his life” (interview with Judy and Jinhaason).

Here, the goal for Greg’s friends and family wasétebrate his unique and distinct
life as an all-consuming Mopar brand enthusiastidimg so, however, they were not only
recognizing Greg'’s personal taste for Mopar catsiiifestyle as Mopar loyalist, they were
recognizing his strong family ties with the Mopaatd as well as his place within a
community of Mopar collectors and loyalists. Instiway, certain brands may become
associated with particular lifestyles; as suchy tten then become totems for “social
collectives” and “insignias of membership in adiide or group” (Chaney 1996:106; Dunn
2008:181). Every year since Greg’s death, his faamid friends continue to celebrate Greg’s
lifestyle and community ties in a similar way. Eathmmer Greg’s hometown Mopar car
club gathers together for a regional Mopar car sHowlescribing the car show, Jim tells me
how all of the club members wear memorial T-shintgt pay tribute to Greg, while honoring
the best car and driver of the year with a memarggdhy in Greg’s name (interview with
Judy and Jim Johanson). Judy adds that this herfaot just about their car,” rather, as she
explains, “it's about how they present themselvas lzow they live their life” (interview

with Judy and Jim Johanson).

True Fans

In a recent newspaper interview, Steve Shaw dissus® sudden death of his adult
son, Chase Shaw, and the funeral that celebrasddve of St. Louis Cardinals baseball. In
the interview Shaw mentions that his son’s loy#dtyhe Cardinals was unwavering, even

when the team was losing and especially when Shawrsloyalty began to wane. Shaw
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recalls how his son would insist that, despitedgigravation at the team’s poor performance,
his father should stay by his side as they wattbledised games together. Thus they should
express their unconditional loyalty to the Cardsn&lor these reasons, Shaw decided to
incorporate his son’s loyalty and love of Cardinadseball into his funeral and burial.

As soon as the tragedy happened there was no goofyt mind that I'd get him a

Cardinals casket because that's what he would Wwaweed...If we could have gotten

him a Cardinals logo on his headstone, | would'eaelthat, too...we live the

Cardinals (Seminara 2010: 1).

While a Cardinals headstone was not availableeatithe of Chase Shaw’s death, his father
did arrange to have Chase’s casket placed indieial vault adorned with the Cardinals
logo, wherein he was dressed in a Cardinals jeasdyhat and accompanied by a bat and a
ball (ibid.).

For Shaw, the Cardinals represent everything tlaat special about his son: his sense
of loyalty and devotion, but also his place witkitifamily. Chase’s love of the Cardinals
reflected not only who he was as a person, it@poesented who he was as a member of his
own family. In noting that, “We live the Cardindl§haw himself even acknowledges that
Chase’s love of the Cardinals was not a love oblis. It could be suggested that Chase’s
love for the Cardinals was formed through sharsgasitions and loyalties of the family in
which he was a member; and that, for the Shaw jathié Cardinals represented a conduit
of shared meaning, love, and affect (see Bourd@i41Dunn 1998; Holt 2004; Foster 2007,
Miller 1998).

In a similar gesture, some fans of the Chicago Gulve chosen to be interred in a
mausoleum especially designed for Cubs fans inagiclllinois. Housed at the Bohemian

National Cemetery, “Beyond The Vines” is an inteemnwall modeled after the ivy-covered

centerfield wall at the Cubs’ ballpark, Wrigley Eiésee figure 14). Standing thirty-five feet
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Figure 14 Beyond the Vines MausoleuiBohemian National Cemeter¢hicago, lllinois.

long and sixteen feet high, the waccommodates two hundred eigleight spaces for Cut
cremation urngind nameplates and is intended to create a “congroamd” for the
congregation of Cubs fans, both living and deadgi’e some indication as to 1
motivation of those interred in the wall, testiny of the their friends and fami

can be found on the Beyond The Vines website. Her@nonymouperson writes

My Brother passed away suddenly at the age of d5\&s a true cubs fan. He w
dressed in Cubs gear fromad to toe...and there were margople there wo were
in the their Cubs gearhey were there to celebrate his lifée would have loved i
We had @bs flags to sign and even ¢he picture boards were done iubs. He will
be placed at Beyond The Vines soon and it willieehappiesplacefor him to be
with all of his Cubs fans... | am happy that thera [@ace that true Cubs fans car
placed forever and not have to be worried they nayhave something in somethi
in common with their neighbor for etern®

®> Anonymous, commented on Beyond The Vines websitey @osted 200¢
http://beyondthevines.net/default.aspx [accesseduaey 28.2012].
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From the described experiences of this personputidvseem that every attempt was
made to present his or her brother as true Cubhsiviaich was something distinct and unique
about him as an individual. Dressed in Cubs gean fnead to toe, he was interred in a Cubs
themed mausoleum—uwhich is to say that he was meaiizad in a way not suited for just
anybody. Yet, this person makes no mistake thaigo@iCubs fan is not a solitary matter.
Many people are Cubs fans. Indeed, this man’s miahs@rvice consisted of fellow cubs
fans that were also dressed in Cubs gear and sg@&tibs regalia. Likewise, he was interred
in a mausoleum that houses no one but Cubs faresewhe rest of his friends and family
apparently intend to be placed as well. What iepole] here is the maintenance of out-group
and in-group lifestyle distinctions, wherein groufi§erentiate themselves and stake claim to
lifestyle practices by cultivating specific knowtggland appropriating certain objects and
symbols that are used to signify either social bgileg or discrimination (Dunn 2008;
McCraken 1988). In this way, Beyond The Vines reprgs a medium through which
individuals of shared dispositions and lifestylas congregate, and thereby communicate to

others that they are a group fans distinct froneogroups of fans—such as Cardinals fans.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSIONS

Individuality and Sociality

While the deceased, as an individual, is ofterelvelil to be the focus of the funeral
(at least within the examples provided here) thigvidual represents only a part of the
whole. Individual spectators, celebrants, officia@nd family members each represent parts
of the whole, or the group. However, because attem$ often concentrated on the deceased
individual in the event of a death, and thus notrengroup as a whole, the public is not
necessarily always conscious of the way in whigdnéy, such as funerals, maintain such a
part-whole—individual-to-social—relationship.

In general, all of my informants were direct in ciélsing the funerals that we
discussed as personal expressions of an individialdied. In most cases, my professional
informants were most frank in describing these faiseas “celebrations” of individuality—
often equating individuality with notions of persbtifestyle and taste. They regarded these
funerals as reflections of individual autonomy, aggdiated them with the same freedom of
self-definition, lifestyle maintenance, and perddaate that the deceased would have
seemingly held while living. As such, they arguldttthese specific funeral products and
practices mirror the way in which some individuelf®se to use certain objects, symbols, and
preferences in life, as a means of distinguishimggriselves in contrast to others. My
significant other informants, however, read lesspliginto the funerals of their loved ones.
For them, the funeral should be about the indivigeteo died, simply because it is a time to

honor the deceased and the way that he or sheHigea her life. They understood the
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funerals we discussed more as simple reflectioniedf loved one’s former personalities
and idiosyncratic lifestyles. Hence, these sigaificothers argued that showcasing certain
objects, symbols, and preferences that were asedaiath their significant other while
living created the most effective way of communiogthe unique qualities of his or her
former life.

On the other hand, both sets of my informants gés@ general implication that there
is indeed a strong sociality, or “group dynamig,'the funerals, products, and practices they
described. In one way, all of my informants located sociality in the mere act of arranging
or designing a funeral for an individual—eitherstmopping for various products, designing
custom burial or cremation vessels, or orchestyalaborate memorial services. Regardless
of the means, method, or end-result, it was a faarilsocial unit that accomplished each
funeral planning these informants described. Ingrdly, several of my informants even
went so far as to indicate that the planning of ®feeral in fact strengthened the social ties
and familial bonds held between members of thegras well as between group members
and the deceased. This was certainly the caseMatk’s family and the planning of his
funeral, as described by his daughter, Leann. étheem way, however, most of my
informants further located this social componerthimithe actual performance of the
funeral—whether it is a memorial service, religi@@semony, or gravesite observance.
These informants noted that these funerals provigedy members, friends, and
acquaintances the occasion to come together asup gr celebration of the deceased.
Furthermore, and perhaps most importantly, thegrdesd these funerals as an opportunity
for the group to reaffirm the deceased’s membensiitipin the group—may it be a family, a

car club, or a community of specific sports fans.
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Given mutual respect, | found that these indivicarad social components described
by my informants reveal that the particular fungthlkey described are just as much about
group cohesion as they are expressions of indilitguAs such, | suggest that these
seemingly unique funeral practices share more nngon with traditional funerals than what
would be expected. Most importantly, however, lugrthat this part-whole relationship of
mortuary practice indeed lends to a basic undedsigrof how and why the funeral has
become, for some Americans, a site for commodigynting and consumer-centric
expressions of distinction in times death. Hewaglue that within the funerals described by
my informants, commaodities, brands, and consunefepgnces are used to not only
negotiate expressions of distinction, but alsaertfacilitate this individual-to-social

relationship.

Distinction in Death

As noted in chapter two of this thesis, post-moréxpression of social standing has
long been used in other mortuary traditions as ammef creating individual distinction on
behalf of the deceased. In these instances, thressipn of social position is further
important in its ability to negotiate the part-wlaklationship of the funeral ritual—the link
between the individual and the social. Indeed, d¢kiseral pattern of distinction in death
appears to follow Bourdieu’s framework for distioct quite well. For Bourdieu (1984),
negotiations of distinction—the distinguishing oflividuals through perceptions of taste and
lifestyle—are manifested as expressions of so@sitipn within a hierarchical class
structure. Importantly, he shows that these digine are often negotiated and maintained in

the way people perceive and consume various cudinchmaterial objects. Yet, none of my
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informants offered any allusions to the expressiosocial position or class standing in the
funerals, products, and performances they described

While most of my informants did suggest that Boeu$ notions of habitus and
cultural capital strongly influenced their clients’ loved ones’ conceptions of taste, lifestyle,
and preferences for certain consumer goods, teeteptions of and motivations for creating
and communicating distinction in these events attlielid not seem to be consciously
anchored in expressions of social standing and @asition. Rather, my informants
indicated that the communication of distinctiorthe funerals they described were motivated
by two mutual components: the explicit desire wate divergence and communicate
individuality, and the implicit desire to maintammilarity and group cohesion. Although not
negotiated through displays of social standing,migrmants did indicate that the link
between the individual and the social in the fulsetfaey described was indeed facilitated
through the consumption and display of particutanmodities, brands, and preferences.
Indeed, this dynamic reflects the existing part-lglrelationship previously mentioned and
often found in mortuary rituals of the past, présand in other cultures. However, it also
follows the notion that some consumers—whether@ouns of class or not—will use
consumer goods and brands as a way to negotiatd positions along a “horizontal axis of
noneconomic criteria” and thus maintain socialidettons by cultivating specific kinds of
knowledge and/or appropriating certain materialdgoihat are used as “telling signs” of
either social belonging or discrimination (Dunn 80023; McCraken 1988).

Therefore, although the funeral practices descriechy informants seemed to be
indeed patterned by Bourdieu-like concepts of habitultural capital, lifestyle and taste, |

did not, however, find the maintenance of hierarahstatus distinctions in these practices.
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Rather, | argue that the funerals described bynforinants reveal what | suggest are
“lateral” negotiations of distinction, communicatasl either difference and autonomy or
similarity and cohesion, which are, either way,regged in both individual and social forms.
In order to further explain, | will focus on GregdaMark’s funerals as primary examples of
these forms of distinction.

As a matter of “individual distinction,” these fulaépractices offer the dead a final
(re)affirmation of their previous tastes and lif¢stpatterns. For instance, Greg’s funeral—
although provided by his family—was a final assertof his loyal taste for Mopar and a
final occasion to express the lifestyle that héail@sed around his preferred brand. In this
way, his funeral was understood by those closésiniato be a final confirmation of his
individuality. Likewise, each of the professionadarmants of this study expressed how
many of their customers desired a similar expressfgersonal (re)affirmation for
themselves and/or their loved ones’ funerals.

Such was the case with Mark’s life and death as Welwever, aside from asserting
his loyalty to Ford, Mark clearly made a conscieffsrt to maintain a stark distinction as a
man of Ford brand automobiles—not only to expresparsonal disposition for Ford, but
also todifferentiatehimself from those who prefer the “rival” Chevyabd. In this way, as a
further means of individual distinction, these fraie also offer a way of dissociating one’s
self from others. Indeed, Jones and Van Eywk bgtheathat most of their customers use
brands in funerals as a way of intentionally dgtiishing themselves, or their loved ones,
from other individuals, living or dead. Like Mar&reg’s individual attachment to Mopar-
made automobiles made him distinct from loyaligtaroy other automobile brands—such as

Mark. A similar case could be made for those whamtdy with a particular sports team; to
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display the logo of a favorite sports team is tmominicate that one is not necessarily the
fan of other, rival, teams. Thus, to say that ana f{Cardinals fan” or a “Ford man” is
simultaneously communicate that he or sheat) for example, a “Cubs fan” or a “Chevy
man.”

Yet, like that of patterns of individual distinatipthese funerals also offer a way for
groupsto dissociate themselves from other groups. Camgqto use Mark and Greg’s
funerals as examples, both were occasions for tailies and friends to distinguish
themselves, with their dead members, from otheuggdoyal to other automotive brands—
groups such as one another. Again, in a similar, Waaya group to collectively display the
logo of a favorite sports team—at a baseball gasreg a funeral—is to communicate that
they are collectively not necessarily fans of atheq, rival, team. Thus, to say that, “We are
Cardinals fans,” or “We are a Ford family,” is sitameously communicate that “We are
not,” for example, “Cubs fans” or “a Chevy family.”

While these patterns of distinction shape one’stiposin the social world in contrast
to others, these funerals also provide the deddaviinal (re)affirmation of his or her place
within a group of individuals of shared tastes amdilar lifestyles in terms of “group
distinction.” In the case of Greg’s funeral, hiefids and family not only asserted Greg’s
personal taste for Mopar cars or his lifestyle &opar loyalist, they were both knowingly
and unknowingly reaffirming his strong family tiesth the Mopar brand as well as his place
within a community of Mopar collectors and loyadistVith Greg’s funeral, just as with his
former car show, Greg’s friends and family havenida social event in which they can

confirm, “We are Mopar people, and Greg was/is@ngs.” In this way group distinction is
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also a matter of cohesion, binding like-minded wdlials together through shared
dispositions and lifestyles.

In arguing that these funerals are a means ohdisishing individuality as much as
they are about negotiating social relationshipsvben the living and the dead, | must
contend that the funerals described here reveatadpx in the notion of a “personalized” or
“individualized” funeral. By incorporating mass-cmed and publicly recognized
commodities, brands, and symbols into the prodaratsperformances of the funeral, this
desire to claim individuality in death inadvertgnttads to outward conformity. Thus the
point to be made by addressing this apparent parado reaffirm that the mass
consumption of branded commodities—like rites adtdemortuary rituals, and funeral
practices—is unavoidably social. As groups and comtres we attend wakes, burials, and
memorial services of individuategether often as families and friends with shared life
experiences and cultural inflections. Even as snatecollectivelyhonor fallen soldiers
and leaders, andgetherwe share in the mourning of dead celebrities. dggntion is often
concentrated on the deceased individual in thetesfeandeath, and thus not on the group as
a whole. As such, we as a public are not necegsdwlys conscious of the way in which
events of death maintain an inherent sense oflggetdowever explicit or disguised. And
in the end, even these commodity-branded and cogrstimamed funeral practices, so
seemingly designed as pinnacle means of self-esipresare indeed important reflections
how we as people will find even the most unobvisays to connect and reconnect with

others—in life as well as in death.
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