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Abstract

This chapter explores the financial life of funerals before death. Focusing on funerals as
commaodities, we argue that future sociological research into death, dying and bereavement
should be critically attuned to the extractive value of mourning rituals. Existing studies
illuminate no end of practical, emotional, and symbolic meaning-making, as these relate to
familial relations, kinship networks, and work settings, yet frequently do so with little explicit
appreciation of the underlying political-economic context structuring such activity. Coupled
with new and emerging possibilities for body disposal and funeral services, as well as shifting
sensibilities toward death more generally, this has led many sociologists to highlight the
dynamics between funerary tradition, religion, technology, and contemporary culture, as
manifest through individual consumer choice. Adopting a broader view of ‘the social’ in order
to emphasise the generalising drive of money-capital, we argue that rapid expansions in pre-
need funeral markets have occurred in an attempt to fix some of capitalism’s most elementary
and persistent crisis tendencies. We explore some contradictions and consequences of this
expansion, before concluding with some possible questions for sociologists of death and dying

to pursue in the future.
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Introduction

The old adage about funerals not being for the dead but for the living serves as an important
sociological primer. It encourages us to theorise death as a social relation, rather than ‘simply’
an existential endpoint or spiritual beginning — an unsurprising starting point for the discipline
of sociology, perhaps (see Elias, 2001[1982]: 3). How sociology should engage with death is
an interesting methodological question. If we agree that it is impossible to comprehend the
huge numbers of deaths occurring every day with the same level of personal interest, emotional
attachment, and subjective investment as our own mortality, as philosopher Thomas Nagel
(1986: 230) argues, then what sociologically follows? Are we to simply assert that the
qualitative researchers focusing on small numbers can research experiences of death, dying and
bereavement, while those studying large impersonal datasets stick dispassionately to the
numbers? This is a crude summary, but it does seem to hold when we consider the kinds of
research typically conducted on funerals. Most sociologists researching the funeral industry do
so at close quarters, while most data and analysis of financial trends comes from the funeral,
finance, and insurance industries themselves.

We wish to complicate this division of sociological labour somewhat by starting with
two precepts. Firstly, we assert that death and, for our purpose here, funerals, should be taken
seriously as a specific research object (Krause, 2021) of general sociological and social
significance, rather than as everyday phenomena to be translated into and expressed through
very narrow and specialised sociological channels. Though we find funerals very interesting
kinds of things to study, we are not studying them in the belief that they possess wholly unique
or novel qualities divorced from far more mundane and collective social processes. Secondly,
we try to think carefully through Nagel’s (1986: 230) ‘radical clash’ of epistemic standpoints
alluded to above, between the objects and subjects of death and dying. His work evidences a
common enough pastime for philosophers, as well as an enduring interest for humans more
broadly — that of thinking about death prior to dying. Here, however, we draw reader’s attention

to a set of institutions and actors whose job it is to think, and who encourage us, the paying
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public, to think more practically, about death before dying. Collectively, their work makes up
what is known as the ‘pre-need’ funeral industry.

With these principles in mind, the chapter begins by explaining what we take to mean
by ‘the social” when studying funerals. We situate our ongoing work around funeral provision
within the much broader sociology of death to pursue more general questions about social
order. The chapter then turns to a discussion of the funeral industry and, in particular, its ‘pre-
need’ markets. We argue that rapid expansions in the corporate sale of pre-need products such
as funeral plans, burial plots, and almost no end of funeral and commemorative paraphernalia,
have occurred in an attempt to ‘fix” some of capitalism’s most elementary and persistent crisis
tendencies. We then explore some contradictions and consequences of this expansion, before
concluding with some possible questions for sociologists of death and dying to pursue in the

future.

Relocating ‘The Social’ in the Sociology of Death

Reviewing the sociological trends around death, dying, and bereavement some three decades
ago, Walter (1993) asked why there had been both a lack of engagement and recent renaissance
in the sociological interest in death. One answer to the former, he tentatively suggested, was
that by the time many people die they have become ‘socially near-redundant’; that is, they have
typically retired from work, passed on any knowledge and capital they may have to their
children or next of kin, and have slowly participated less and less in the throes of social life.
Coupled with the many ‘sequestration’ theses (Mellor and Shilling, 1993; Allen, 2007),
describing how modern bureaucratic management removes death from the public gaze, we are
left with millions of individual deaths, funerals, and disposals: ‘Death therefore disrupts not
society but the individual, who is left alone without traditional rituals’ (Walter, 1993: 286).
Similarly, in arguing for death’s centrality in the sociology of the body, Shilling (1993: 204)
claimed that ‘the individualized orientations we have developed towards our bodies leave us
increasingly alone with our bodies in the face of death.’

Such arguments came at a time when social theory was being shaped, in part, by
influential theories of hyper-individualization (for a sociological overview critical of this
tendency within death and dying literatures specifically see Howarth, 2007). While not limited

to the work of Ulrich Beck, Anthony Giddens, and Zygmunt Bauman alone, their respective
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work on individualization in ‘late’ or ‘liquid’ modernity was highly influential within the
discipline and inimical to the kind of class analysis present in so much critical political
economy preceding it (see Atkinson, 2007a; 2007b; 2008). Their claims that we have entered
a ‘post-materialist’ (Atkinson, 2007b: 534) form of modernity, in which individual action is
disembedded from the structures and inequalities of traditional modernity, ‘overlook the ways
in which the differential power of individuals is limited by the structural domination of
governments and markets’ (Dawson, 2010: 203). For sociological theorising, this leads to the
somewhat limiting and, we believe, flawed suggestion that ‘individuals are able to engage in
self-constitution in a (relatively) free manner’ (Dawson, 2010: 203). Though we do not find
our answers to these problems in a Bourdieusian framework, as Atkinson (2007a; 2007b; 2008)
does, nor is class our explicit focus here, we find much of his and Dawson’s (2010) critiques
of this body of work compelling. While the individualization theses and work they inspire vary
in their engagements with inequality, collective action, and political structures (see Dawson,
2012), we believe that, overall, they place too great an emphasis on the role of reflexive
selfhood and close off several important avenues for the analysis of capital as something
shaping the social world available to us.

To be clear, the argument that funerals have evolved into a relatively private, typically
secular, and individually expressive (rather than communal, religious, and traditional) event
for many is indeed borne out in a panoply of fascinating and recent (UK) research (Caswell,
2011; Holloway et al., 2013; Turner and Caswell, 2020; Woodthorpe et al., 2021). We do not
fundamentally dispute that when focusing only on the agency and meaning-making rituals of
those bereaved there likely has been a shift from more collective, public, and given funeral
forms to smaller, private, and bespoke ones. But why might this be happening? While millions
of ostensibly individual funerals take place in a variety of novel ways, one thing unites most of
them in at least one sociologically important way — they are bought and sold as commodities.
We are not suggesting that this is the only, or even the primary, driver behind an increase in
direct cremations, simplified funeral packages, or pre-arranged services in recent years
according to the industry’s own data. However, we are suggesting that the commodity status
of funerals has been underexplored.

Identifying what unites, rather than individuates funerals, we refer to a well-known
passage from Capital in which Marx (2013[1867]: 90) emphasises the pervasive character of

money: ‘Everything becomes saleable and buyable [...] the great social retort into which
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everything is thrown [...] Not even are the bones of saints [...] able to withstand this alchemy.
Just as every qualitative difference between commodities is extinguished in money, so money,
on its side, like the radical leveller that it is, does away with all distinctions’. Highlighting the
deleterious effects of money on our morality, Marx argues that money shifts power from ‘the
social’ to ‘the private’ realms of society (ibid). By the same logic, this links quintessentially
private dealings with money back to explicitly public concerns. Its status as a ‘radical leveller’,
capable of converting anything and everything into something saleable and buyable provides
us with a very different set of conceptual tools for making sense of ‘the social’ than the
individualization theorists critiqued above. In challenging these narrower conceptualisations of
‘the social’, including how social order is produced and reproduced (knowingly and
unknowingly) through material commodities and not simply reflexive ‘projects of the self’, we
regard death as not only a social relation but, more accurately, a capitalist-social relation.

The financial life of funerals before death is fundamental to the modern funeral
industry, its underlying political economy uniting millions of families worldwide,
sociologically speaking. Drawing on a Marxist tradition of critical political economy enables
us to interrogate ‘the specificity of the basic forms, contradictions, crisis-tendencies, and
dilemmas of capitalism, their conditions of existence, and their potential impact on other social
relations’ (Jessop, 2004: 161) in this context. We are not claiming that the social life of funeral
commodities revolves only around money. Money itself takes varied forms and has an
‘extraeconomic’ social life within and beyond financial markets (Zelizer, 1989). It remains a
social fact, however, that we participate in funeral markets in huge numbers, whether
knowingly or not. Political economic phenomena of this scale constitute an important, yet
neglected, area for sociologists of death and dying; funeral finance, to borrow a phrase from
Elias (2001[1982]: 3), is indeed ‘a problem of the living’.

Why Corporate Funeral Providers Need You To Plan for Tomorrow,
Today

Within the funeral industry, the phrase ‘pre-need’ euphemistically refers to the sale and
marketing of funeral plans and products to people before they have died. As a set of similar
commaodities, funeral plans and products contain both a variety of actual use values, enabling

people to plan ahead and possibly even demystify some of the practicalities of mortician
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arrangements or body disposal. But set against this is their contemporary role in generating
phenomenal amounts of extractive value, which should keep us alert to, critical of, and at least
agnostic toward self-evidently rational ideas such as ‘need’.

Total revenues across the industry tap into different markets. We focus here on the pre-
need market among corporate providers. It is necessary, therefore, to clarify what we mean by
a ‘market’. ‘‘The market’ is both a self-description for the interactions among profit-oriented
economic agents — hence a social construct — and the actual form of movement of a complex
material substratum of economic interactions that are more or less embedded in a wider nexus
of social relations’ (Jessop, 2013: 116). This complexity necessitates that we clearly
differentiate markets from industries. The pre-need funeral market is both a relatively new
discursive object and is not always, or even predominantly, controlled or marketed by funeral
industry providers themselves. All Funeral Directors (FDs) providing funerals financed
through pre-need arrangements are practically participating in the delivery of a ‘pre-need
product’, but there are seismic differences in the way, and extent to which, funeral companies
market pre-need products to consumers and investors. While the funeral industry is made up
of a range of professions, trades, companies large and small, independent and corporate
ownership, and so on, the pre-need market refers to the specific financialisation of industry
activity under certain conditions.

Clearly, it is not the doing of the funeral, the preparing of the body, or the redeeming
of the funeral plan which is done prior to death, but the investment in the promise of these
services. Particular forms of market activity may or may not directly involve the socially
necessary labour time of workers in the industries that those markets profit from. An example
would be company directors managing the shareholder portfolio of a life insurance group,
whose products include financial provision for funerals to be redeemed with select providers.
The labour of the local mortician is part of this commodity chain without their necessary
knowledge of it. The relationship between independent FDs, corporate FDs, insurance
companies, banks, and consumers is intimidatingly complex and yet fascinating from a critical
political economy perspective. This point is underscored in the quotation from Jessop, above,
in which we can identify both ‘self-descriptions’ by profit-oriented agents, such as market
language used in advertising, and material relations embedded in industry work, production,

and end-product consumption.
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Financially speaking, the funeral industry is enormous. In the US, Haneman (2022:
330) describes the business of death as being managed by ‘a death care industrial complex’,
with revenues there expected to exceed $68 billion by 2023. Globally, this figure is around
$110 billion and expected to reach $147 billion by 2025 with a compound annual growth rate
of 6-8% (GlobeNewswire, 2021) — larger and faster growth than most, if not all, of the domestic
economies from which they extract financial value. Reading through publicly available
shareholder reports reveals that the largest corporate providers, including Dignity in the UK,
Service Corporation International (SCI) in the US, and the Nirvana Asia Group, all explicitly
rely on their pre-need markets as an in-house growth solution to keep their shareholders happy
and to inspire confidence in prospective investors. In a March 2023 Investor Factsheet, for
example, SCI boast of being ‘Poised to benefit from Aging of America’, using US Census
Bureau data to divide the population in millions into three categories of potential consumer and
organising these by age group, respectively: ‘Preneed Cemetery Customer’ (Age 55-64),
‘Preneed Funeral Customer’ (Age 65-74), and ‘At need Customer’ (Age 75+). By treating
every citizen as a potential sale such modelling ambitiously, if somewhat misleadingly,
imagines absolute market capture. Everybody will die, so every living American is a
prospective SCI customer (at least for the purpose of attracting investors). They tout their
‘premier preneed sales program’ as a key investment consideration and ‘significant market
opportunity’, promising to deliver ongoing and reliable growth and shareholder returns via,
among other things, ‘Annual preneed sales of more than $2B’ and a $14B ‘Backlog of future
revenues from preneed sales’ (SCI, 2023).

Premier pre-need programs, market opportunities galore, significant opportunities and
returns, all poised behind a huge backlog of future profits. Lost in the jargon of capital, do
investors forget that, while these represent objective commodities on some level, funerals
equate to the deaths of subjective lives? The language used in providers’ investment pitches
suggests not. In fact, the financialisation of global funeral markets furnishes an especially
cognisant example of commodity fetishism (Marx, 2013[1867]: 46). To fetishize the extractive
value of commodities promotes ‘the thing-like appearance of persons’ through ‘the market way
of seeing the world’ (Taussig, 2010[1980]: 8-9). Capitalism performs this ‘alchemy’ on the
most natural and sacred of human and spiritual affairs with relative ease (Marx, 2013[1867]:
90). Death and profit rates are used interchangeably, and population size and age is never far

from industry analysis and growth projection. While local and independent FDs will provide
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funerals to those with insurance plans, and most will offer pre-need services of their own, pre-
need funeral commodities are actively marketed by corporate providers to alleviate crisis
tendencies inherent within a model of compound growth necessary for delivering ever-more
attractive market capture, turnover, and profitability for those companies’ shareholders.
Manufacturing pre-need market growth and encouraging consumer demand thus serves as a
key accumulation strategy among such providers who, despite (or rather, because of) the huge
figures cited above, often exhibit financial volatility and instability (see Fletcher and
McGowan, 2020 in the case of Dignity, UK).

Although there is a long history of informal financial arrangements between mourners
and local FDs, either in paying for services before death or, more commonly, paying off funeral
debts incrementally ‘on tick’, ‘pre-need’ is a comparatively recent discursive object. The
concrete idea of a ‘pre-need market’ in the funeral industry has been brought into being chiefly
by the same large corporate actors in whose interest it is that consumers and shareholders
explicitly recognise and know about the existence of financing funerals before death.
Compound financial growth, relied on by the largest funeral providers, is modelled on a
supposedly dependable, predictable, and reproducible demand for modern finance. Their
apparent confidence in actually achieving this is perhaps compounded by maxims describing
death as one of life’s few certainties and dreary jokes about undertakers never being out of
work. Yet when this financial modelling is applied to ‘commodities’ underpinned by ostensibly
sacrosanct phenomena like dying, they inevitably come up against a range of economic,
religious, and cultural contradictions. How these contradictions become manifest and
negotiated by corporations across time and space represent key, if overlooked, sociological
questions for scholars of death and dying grappling with what the future of funeral provision
holds.

Contradictions and Consequences of Commodifying Death

Our future relationship with both death, generally, and funeral arrangements, specifically, will
be shaped by the degree to which it is commodified. In the UK context, less intensive
commodification will leave open far more diverse and authentic possibilities sooner, while
retrograde and rationalised forms of mourning ritual will be sustained through their design as,

and compatibility with, commodity chains. The consequences of commodifying death are that
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the social use value of funerals becomes reinterpreted and distorted by the fetishized drive for
exchange value, or value extraction. The social use value of funerals derives from the fact that
they are not ‘consumed’ individually. As Raymond Williams (2011[1961]: 342) puts it:

‘There are many things, of major importance, which we do not use or consume
individually, in the ordinary sense, but socially. It is a poor way of life in which we
cannot think of social use as one criterion of our economic activity, yet it is towards
this that we are being pushed by the ‘consumer’ emphasis, by the supposed laws of the

market, and by the system of production and distribution from which these derive’.

This of course speaks to the general contradictions of capitalism. Harvey (2015: 294) argues

that in a just society:

“The direct provision of adequate use values for all (housing, education, food security
etc.) takes precedence over their provision through a profit-maximising market system
that concentrates exchange values in a few private hands and allocates goods on the

basis of ability to pay’.

Haneman (2022: 330) warns that the funeral industry has a near monopoly on the kinds of
funeral options we pursue and ‘benefits both from information asymmetry and etiquette
uncertainty’, in part due to our individual and social neuroses around death, making financial
accumulation through funeral market volatility an important problem for sociologists of
mortality. Within this context, Rugg (2022) identifies the growing financialization of human
body disposal as antithetical to social justice, sustainability, or democratic accountability.
Decent, dignified, and universally affordable funeral care provision should be a tangible and
achievable goal for current and future governments to aspire to, including, we believe, through
a combination of nationalised ‘baseline’ service exceeding current provision, and through
genuinely cooperative local funeral schemes. Service success in many industries is measured
in corporate terms. This has not necessarily been the case across the whole funeral industry,
much of which still revolves around small businesses (Fletcher and McGowan, 2021: 262), but

it will require new ideological will to prevent future finance-driven and finance-related crises.
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Our analysis of the UK funeral industry suggests this sea change is unlikely under
current regulatory frameworks (Fletcher and McGowan, 2021). Economists working for the
UK Government’s Competition and Markets Authority (CMA), who undertook an extensive
investigation into the funeral industry between 2018-2020, recently recommended introducing
price caps on standard funeral packages (Bon et al., 2021). However, faced with concerns from
FDs and crematoria that they continue to ‘earn an acceptable return’, the CMA reached the
‘compromise’ of requiring businesses to simply display price information to consumers (Bon
et al., 2021: 674). This staggeringly limp way to conclude what was, in many ways, an
ambitious and searching investigation is sadly characteristic of the contested nature of
competition governance and, consequently, of associated market failure (Jessop, 2015: 178).
Even prior to reading the CMA’s final report, we argued that regulation mooted by the CMA
‘is likely to remain constrained by the very shackles of reform itself, making any serious
challenge to neoliberal business-as-usual sadly unlikely’ (Fletcher and McGowan, 2021: 265).
Tombs (2023: 5, emphasis in original) recently articulated how this lack of genuine ambition

or any real desire for change is typical of regulatory regimes:

‘Thus, we see here — as Marx, too, documented in quite a different context — how
regulation is revealed as a means of keeping work going in as profitable a fashion as
possible, rather than merely or even mainly a regime for protecting workers [or

consumers], a form of regulation for capital’.

Herein lies obvious contradiction, for regulatory discourses often embellish an abhorrence
toward untrammelled accumulation, while simultaneously implementing reforms which
prioritise ‘capital compatibility’.

Any discussion of ‘value’ vis-a-vis funerals must also recognise moral and religious
specificities too. Investing in funeral products prior to death may implicate various immoral,
unlucky, or otherwise proscribed activities for the ‘spirit of capitalism’ to overcome (Weber,
2002[1905]). Historical-sociological work around both insurance and financial markets is
instructive here. O’Malley (2004: 97) notes that the sale of life insurance attracted widespread
moral condemnation and was illegal in the U.S. until the last quarter of the 19th century, due
to the belief that it was effectively gambling with God, while in Britain the legislative

distinction between insurance and gambling had been made by the late 1700s, thus enabling an
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earlier and smoother capitalist transition for the formation of life insurance. Similarly, Chen,
Ma and Sinclair’s (2022) historical analysis of financial markets in China finds that regions
with longer and stronger ties to Confucian clan values, developed financial markets much more
reluctantly, and later, than did those with weaker ties. Exploring interpersonal cooperation and
kinship notionally prioritised through Confucianism, including the ways such values converge
with modern market finance, thus implicates interesting questions for Chinese diasporas living
in different social environments.

Space allows us just one example of how this relates to funeral markets here, but
Singapore provides a fascinating and extreme case for sociologists. In 1998, the Singapore
government implemented a policy limiting the burial period of deceased loved ones to fifteen
years. After this time, remains must be exhumed and either cremated or re-buried in smaller
plots. Even faiths mandating burial, which would otherwise present religious contradictions to
the state’s project of rationalising death, must comply. This was done to alleviate a land scarcity
problem, and many graveyards, crematoria grounds, and other burial spaces in Singapore have
now been acquired for urban development. Only one cemetery, Choa Chu Kang, remains open
for burials. Unsurprisingly, Singapore has one of the highest cremation rates in the world:
around 82% in 2021, up from 65% in the early 1990s (The Cremation Society, 2022). The
financial life of mortality rituals in Singapore, including exhuming, moving, and storing
existing human remains, and for buying columbarium niches for the future, is now a lucrative
business which capitalises on seemingly insoluble contradictions in profitable ways.

The Nirvana Asia Group is a corporate giant in deathcare provision who specialise in
‘Chinese bereavement culture’. Registered in the Cayman Islands, Nirvana splinters into
countless subsidiary operations in twenty-one branches. These are mostly in Malaysia but
spanning five countries in Southeast Asia (including Singapore). Their products include:
immediate and pre-need funeral service packages, memorial garden plots for humans and pets,
ancestral tablets, individual and family niches, bespoke urns, eternal blessing lights, living
tombs, relocation services for moving exhumed remains, embalming, afterlife planning, and
no end of personalised memorial paraphernalia. They switch between religious codes of
conduct and secular sensibilities, commodifying every conceivable aspect of the mortality
ritual. The more expensive niche suits are said to signify greater respect and dignity for loved
ones, while nicer plots in the memorial gardens promise feng-shui in abundance. The

commodification of spiritual and religious rituals has long received wider sociological
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attention, but typically not by utilising critical political economy as a way of understanding
monopoly finance capital, intense marketisation, and diverse accumulation strategies across
funeral industries.

Commodification produces obvious contradictions for consumers who are told to invest
in themselves by protecting their future, ‘locking in’ the cost of their funeral now to avoid
paying more later. Providers are not lying when they tell potential customers that costs are
going up, as they are the ones driving prices. They have data from previous years and growth
projections for future ones. Pre-paid funeral plans have been used more systematically in recent
years by the industry’s largest corporate providers who have simultaneously increased their
prices well beyond inflation to keep shareholders happy (Fletcher and McGowan, 2020). This
IS just one very specific example of what Todd McGowan (2023: 167) means when he argues
that: ‘Capitalism controls through the pressure that it puts on everyone to invest themselves in
and model themselves on the commodity form’.

Compound growth will always furnish destructive contradictions (Harvey, 2015), but
when death is the commodity there is little left for corporate funeral providers to seize onto
than the financial life of funerals before death by selling funerals to the living. Beyond selling
more lavish forms of transport, or elaborate flower arrangements (the absence of which greatly
inhibited profitability for large providers, such as Dignity, during the COVID pandemic), the
only solution is to pull in money from pre-need sales. The pre-need market is thus relied upon
by corporate providers to shore up their financial commitments to investors. It is not the selling
of funerals to the living that is historically peculiar here, but rather the way that these financial
arrangements are organised contemporarily to enable accumulation on previously
unimaginable scales.

A large proportion of the practical activities that our social lives entail implicate
financial capital, even where consciously participating in capitalism may not be a relevant
consideration for undertaking the activities in question. The pre-need funeral market is
certainly not the only place where we are encouraged to think about death before we die, but
further research into the pre-need market is needed to bolster empirical work around
prospective consumer attitudes and emerging discourses surrounding New Death Movements
(see Westendorp and Gould, 2021). Without an underlying sense of the economic push and
pull factors setting the scene for these shifts and movements, they appear as free-floating

consumer choices. Our plea for fellow sociologists of mortality to peer into the somewhat less
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visible corners of the funeral industry and its markets centres on the observable fact that pre-
need financialisation has grown exponentially in recent decades, indicating something
metaphorically and somewhat ironically akin to Durkheim’s immortal society (Garfinkel,
2002: 92). It has displayed collective and recurrent patterns of witnessable social activity in
ways both contingent upon, yet irreducible to, human jobs and individual and organisational
work. The funeral industry in general furnishes especially clear examples of how social order
is produced and reproduced over time, without the need for, or indeed the possibility of, the
same set of actors consciously taking part in its ongoing accomplishment. ‘The market’ acts as
a largely unseen crucible, in which quantities of deathcare products are financially processed
and qualities of bereavement rituals are socially shaped.

Planning for funerals before death makes good sense. Commodifying this process does
not. The financial life of funerals matters because it constitutes a key part of the social life of
funerals under capitalism. As more people attempt to demystify death by arranging their own
funerals, we seem to have all but abandoned the old burial club schemes of the Victorian era,
or the communal financing of funerals through worker cooperatives, and replaced them with
the corporate solution par excellence: an individual funeral plan, tailored to be just as unique

as everybody else’s, and floated on the stock exchange.

Conclusion

The financial life of funerals before death is shaping contemporary bereavement practices and
will impact upon future possibilities for socially valuable mortality rituals. This chapter has
theoretically engaged with social aspects of funeral provision by considering some significant
and large-scale patterns in how value is now extracted from deathcare arrangements globally.
As such, our concern has been with these arrangements as commodities. As commaodities,
deathcare arrangements exhibit many similar characteristics to the more innocuous
commodities we purchase and consume every day. Notably, however, the more funerals-as-
commaodities are wrung out for their productive potential, the more obvious their economic,
social, and cultural contradictions. We have argued that most analyses of funerals erroneously
privilege consumers and their changing attitudes toward death and dying, typically overlooking
corporate production of funeral commodities as a key driver underpinning these social
relations. Our focus has not intended to be an economically myopic one. However, given the
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relative dearth of studies addressing the growing concentration of wealth generated within
certain corners of the funeral industry generally, and pre-need markets specifically, we make
no apologies for prioritising questions of financial capital and how it is generated in this
context, over mourner’s apparent motivations for pre-arranging funerals, or FD’s subjective
standpoints toward pre-need funerals as ‘products’.

This leaves important sociological questions for future empirical research. Practically
speaking, how are pre-need providers manufacturing consumer demand? How, where, and
when are their products advertised? Is this promoting new forms of ‘prudentialism’ among
consumers? How does this compare with insurance practices more generally? What
contradictions arise and how are they negotiated by funeral industries located in different
economies? These questions must be linked to broader analyses of competition, regulation,
exploitation, and inequality. Like the industry itself, sociologists of death and dying must be
attuned to changes in both historic forms of capitalist accumulation, and to changes in the
human population, notably population growth and ageing.

In summary, the social use values of funerals, including their contemporary, pre-need,
and pre-paid variants, return us to an ancient and enduring condition of humanity in that we
know we will die, we take ‘special precautions’ (Elias, 2001[1982]: 3) to avoid this fate for as
long as we can, and we make preparations ahead of dying in ways that most living creatures
do not. However, mapping this process onto the contours of contemporary social life, patterns
in the world of funeral markets correlate strongly to the topography of monopoly finance
capitalism. The phenomenon of pre-arranging and pre-paying for funeral goods and services
prior to death is categorically not new, but the current and projected scale of surplus value
being generated by a relatively concentrated and small number of corporations is quite
astonishing. Conversations with family and friends about pre-arranging your funeral can be,
for some, an uplifting and reassuring experience. If it is that we are taking control of our final
arrangements in ever-greater numbers, then we should also take charge of the wealth that this
generates. If not for us, then for those we leave behind.
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