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Studying the Funeral Industry: Social Trends in
Understanding Death

Daisuke Tanaka

This paper will trace the lineages of 1) anthropology, which has dealt at
great length with the issue of death from the viewpoint of death rituals; 2)
death studies, which focuses primarily on medical, clinical and psychological
aspects of death within an interdisciplinary approach and 3) funeral industry
studies, my current concern. I perform this tracing of lineages in order to
describe the situation in current research on death. This work will
demonstrate the value of studying activities in the funeral industry as
important indicators of social trends concerning death that exist between the
universality of a biological death and its social and individual expression.
The funeral industry is the main organization tasked to manage funeral
rituals. Yet the funeral industry itself is frequently overlooked in traditional
research about death. The traditional emphasis has been on medical, clinical
and psychological methods and studies primarily on dying and loss rather
than the facts of death itself. This is ironic given that the social significance
of the funeral management of post-death activities is as widespread and
dominant as the medical management of pre-death (i.e. dying) activities. Any
consideration of death and dying therefore ought to be at least a joint
consideration, and yet rarely is.
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