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Abstract 
This paper follows the rise of the “overdose obituary”—a family-written death notice for someone 
who has died by drug overdose—through the current opioid overdose crisis in the United States. 
As a subset of obituaries increasingly point to drug overdose as a cause of death and to addiction 
as a disease, this paper examines the anti-stigmatizing potential of this emerging body of 
memorials while seeking to complicate the idea of overdose obituaries as simply “narrating the 
epidemic.” Primary sources are drawn from New England, a region with one of the highest rates of 
fatal opioid overdose deaths. The first part of the paper traces the historical landscape of 
newspaper reporting of drug overdose deaths as news items beginning in the late 19th century. The 
second section demonstrates how the rise of the overdose obituary in the 21st century is intimately 
linked to the changing political economy of digital newspaper circulation as well as to the rise of 
commercial obituary aggregators or “warehouses” like Legacy.com. The final section turns to the 
overdose obituaries that have emerged over the past 10 years to trace the ways in which they 
challenge, reflect, and reinscribe the stigma, silences, and public narratives of the current overdose 
epidemic. Drawing from historical and anthropological literature on death, mourning, and 
bereavement online, it asks what demands these obituaries make on the readers as well as the 
kinds of claims that are made about their circulation within the growing political economy of 
online obituaries and memorials. 
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From Death Notice to the Cyber Obit: The History of the ‘Overdose Obituary’ 

Allison Thompson1, an advocate in the New England addiction recovery community, died on 

December 1, 2017. She was 25. In the local newspaper, her mother published an obituary that 

began, “It is with a heavy heart that I share with you, our daughter…born August 15, 1992, is no 

longer carrying the pain of the disease of addiction, but we are.” Three weeks later, the statewide 

New Hampshire Union Leader published the obituary of Benjamin Reynolds, who passed away 

“from addiction” at 31. Though Allison and Benjamin’s deaths were separated in time and space, 

they highlight an evolving trend in a sub-genre of obituary writing: the explicit mention of the role 

of drug overdose and addiction in the cause of death. As Allison’s mother wrote, “I wish that I could 

say that recovery won and that's why she is no longer in pain…[Allison] was taken from us by this 

insidious, cunning disease, like so many before her, and unfortunately, so many more to follow.”  

The obituaries noted that Allison and Benjamin were each predeceased by a sibling. Allison’s 

sister, Erin Thompson, had an obituary in the same paper after her death in 2009. Erin’s listed no 

cause of death and asked simply for donations to be made to a nearby alcohol and drug treatment 

center in her memory. Benjamin’s brother, Jason, also died “unexpectedly” without mention of a 

cause of death. In Benjamin’s obituary one year later, however, they noted that “[Benjamin] greatly 

mourned and struggled with the death of his younger brother and ‘best bud’, [Jason]…He also died 

from addiction.” Each family, after the death of a second child, stated publicly that both siblings had 

died of drug overdoses. While the shift surely reflects evolving family sentiments between deaths, it 

also highlights an evolving trend in obituary writing: the explicit mention of the role of drug overdose 

and addiction in the cause of death. 

 
1 With the exception of Molly Parks and Madelyn Linsenmeir, whose obituaries have already circulated widely in 

the national press, the names in the obituaries from the past 20 years have been changed. Though this paper describes 
efforts by families to make public the causes of death in obituaries of their family members, I want to recognize that 
families may not have anticipated that what they wrote would be used for historical research. 
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This paper follows the rise of the “overdose obituary”—a death notice for someone who has 

died by drug overdose—and its trajectory from late 19th-century precursors through the current 

opioid overdose crisis in the United States.2 In doing so, I explore the anti-stigmatizing potential of 

this emerging body of memorials while complicating the idea of overdose obituaries as “narrating 

the epidemic”3 and as “sounding the alarm” through public health messaging.4 I examine how they 

both challenge and reflect the stigma, silences, and public narratives of the current overdose crisis 

within the growing political economy of online obituaries and memorials. In order to do so, this 

paper is divided into four parts. In the first section of this paper, I give a brief history of obituaries in 

the United States and of the field of obituary studies. To do so, I use the historical case studies of 

suicide reporting and of the HIV/AIDS crisis to examine a move toward greater transparency in 

cause-of-death reporting over the mid-to-late 20th century. I then trace the historical landscape of 

newspaper reporting on drug overdose deaths in New England from its late 19th-century iterations 

in the news section of the paper rather than in the obituaries. In the third section, I argue that the 

rise of the overdose obituary in the 21st century is intimately linked to the changing political 

 
2 In keeping with media articles on the topic and the historical practice of naming a set of obituaries by a certain 

cause of death (e.g. “AIDS obituaries”), I will use the term, “overdose obituary,” to refer to the family-written obituary that 
implicitly or explicitly acknowledges that an individual has died due to drug overdose. However, I will also suggest that 
the entity of the “overdose obituary” is a slippery one and argue that stigma itself plays a role in making certain obituaries 
appear to cohere as “overdose obituaries” or “AIDS obituaries,” as opposed to the obituaries of those who, for example, 
die by heart attack. 

3 David Armstrong wrote an interactive STAT News piece that used Legacy.com to argue that “[o]bituaries narrate 
lives lost to the opioid epidemic.” Katharine Seelye of the New York Times described the obituary as a “chronicle” that 
moved beyond the euphemisms of obituary writing to deliver the “gut-wrenching truth…about the realities of addiction.” 
Elizabeth Llorente of Fox News wrote that “obituaries for the casualties of opioids are becoming a platform for frank 
cautionary tales.” Colleen Moriarty (2015) wrote on Addiction.com that families were increasingly sharing to “raise 
awareness about the epidemic of addiction.” For the articles, see David Armstrong, “52 Weeks, 52 Faces: Obituaries 
Narrate Lives Lost to the Opioid Epidemic,” STAT News, December 20, 2016; Katharine Q Seelye, “Obituaries Shed 
Euphemisms to Chronicle Toll of Heroin,” The New York Times, July 11, 2015; Elizabeth Llorente, “Opioid Addiction 
Crisis Spurs Brutal Candor in Obituaries,” Fox News, May 14, 2017; Colleen Moriarty, “Honest Obituaries Tell True Cause 
of Death: Addiction,” Addiction, April 30, 2015. 

4 There is nascent media coverage around overdose obituaries as public health messaging, epitomized by the “viral” 
obituary of 30-year-old Madelyn Linsenmeir in October 2018, with family members “sounding the alarm” about the 
dangers and stigma of drug addiction. One of the earliest articles came from Brian Hunt, who wrote a letter to the 
community in the Staten Island Advance after his son died of a drug overdose in 2014. See “Obituary: Madelyn Linsenmeir, 
1988-2018,” Seven Days Vermont, October 14, 2018; Brian Hunt, “After Son’s Drug O.D. at Age 23, Prince’s Bay Dad Is 
Driven to Save Others From Unspeakable Pain,” Staten Island Advance, March 23, 2014. 
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economy of digital newspaper circulation as well as to the rise of commercial obituary aggregators 

like Legacy.com. These changes in production and circulation have privileged the paid family-

written death notice5 over traditional staff-written obituaries in an unprecedented fashion and are 

important to understand how fatal drug overdoses are reflected in obituary writing today. Finally, I 

turn to the obituaries that have emerged over the past ten years and trace the ways in which the 

overdose obituary is simultaneously a tool of destigmatization and memorializing, just as it is one 

of silencing through the voices it privileges and the historical exclusions it perpetuates.  

This paper draws from historical newspaper archives and from the online obituary aggregator 

website, Legacy.com.6 Primary sources were drawn from New England—including Maine, 

Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and Vermont—a region home to some of the earliest 

epidemiological innovations around vital statistics reporting7 as well as one of the highest per capita 

opioid overdose death rates today.8 The regional demographics of the opioid overdose crisis—both 

in epidemiological and public imagination—also reflect certain racialized and classed narratives 

 
5 In this paper, I use the term, “family-written,” in keeping with prior terminology to distinguish it from “staff-

written” obituaries. I mean “family” in its most inclusive terms, however, and mean only to designate the people who 
were close to the deceased who have submitted a (usually) paid obituary to a newspaper on their behalf. 

6 The historical newspaper archives of the 19th and 20th centuries were accessed through ProQuest and through 
Newspaper Archives and were identified by geographic location and through the search term, “overdose.”  The 
obituaries after 2002 come from five newspapers in New Hampshire aggregated by Legacy.com, including the only 
statewide paper, the New Hampshire Union Leader. They were identified using the search terms, “overdose,” 
“addiction,” “recovery,” “misuse,” “opioid,” “heroin,” and “fentanyl.” The obituaries included were those that had direct 
or indirect references to the role of addiction, substance use, or overdose in a person’s death. ,   The identification of 
obituaries through this search methodology did not allow individuals who died of opioid overdoses without mention of 
the cause of death in the obituary to be identified. Further research might attempt a reverse exploration by identifying 
individuals known to have died of an opioid overdose and then examining the language of their obituaries. Though 
limited, this search methodology follows the emergence of the obituaries that suggest or make explicit—in ways legible 
to this imperfect methodology—the role of drug addiction and overdose in death. 

7 See, for example, the Shattuck Report, which identified a number of public health issues, including “the sanitary 
evils of intemperance,” and proposed a set of widely adopted reforms to vital statistic reporting as well as public health 
measures. Shattuck, Lemuel. Report of the Sanitary Commission of Massachusetts, 1850, (Cambridge: Harvard University 
Press, 1948), 184. 

8 Holly Hedegaard, Margaret Warner, and Arialdi M Miniño, “Drug Overdose Deaths in the United States, 1999–
2016,” National Center for Health Statistics, December 15, 2017, https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db294.pdf. 
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that challenge the idea of the drug user as “other.”9 The voices heard in many New England 

obituaries of the current overdose epidemic are often those of white, middle-class individuals who 

fit the normative public narrative of the overdose crisis today. In this paper, I focus particularly on 

the boundaries of deserving victimhood made along lines of race because of its importance to 

narratives of the epidemic at large. 

 

American Obituaries as Public Memorial?  

American newspapers have published obituaries for more than 200 years.10 As a textual form, the 

evolution of the obituary has broadly mirrored conceptions of both life and death in the United 

States.11 Media historian Janice Hume argues that obituaries link an individual’s death not just to the 

life that preceded it but also to a larger “American public memory.” Hume argues that obituaries do 

more than “chronicle” and “commemorate” an individual. The private, individualized worlds of 

obituaries form a public memorial of evolving American ideals. According to Hume, they also reflect 

a certain mediatized dominant ideology in both life and in death and serve to distribute such an 

ideology to “mass audiences.”12 Through these deaths, we can find the shared national mythologies 

that feed a “symbiotic relationship” between individual obituaries and societal values.13 This might 

hold particularly true for moments of epidemic, which can provide a “useful sampling device” for 

social scientists,14 just as they often generate an uptick in obituaries themselves. The imagined 

 
9 Sonia Mendoza, Allyssa Stephanie Rivera, and Helena Bjerring Hansen, “Re-Racialization of Addiction and the 

Redistribution of Blame in the White Opioid Epidemic,” Medical Anthropology Quarterly 42, no. 1 (May 28, 2018): 1027–
21, 1. 

10 Janice Hume, Obituaries in American Culture, (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2000), 12. 
11 Jason B Phillips, “The Changing Presentation of Death in the Obituary, 1899–1999,” OMEGA - Journal of Death 

and Dying 55, no. 4 (2007): 325–46, 325. 
12 Hume uses the sociological concept of “framing categories” adopted by journalism and media studies to give four 

frames of a newspaper obituary: name and occupation, cause of death, personal attributes, and funeral arrangements.  
Hume, Obituaries in American Culture, 22. 
13 Ibid, 17. 
14 Charles E Rosenberg, “What Is an Epidemic? AIDS in Historical Perspective,” Daedalus 118, no. 2 (1989): 1–17, 

2. 
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“publics” represented in American obituaries over the past two hundred years are nonetheless 

limited. Landowning, White, heterosexual men in coastal cities have played far greater a role in the 

face of American obituaries than most other groups, a restricted representation of the “public” that 

is far from unique to the obituary. Though Hume recognized that the exclusionary “textual silences” 

of American obituaries said perhaps as much as the inclusions, the national newspaper archives 

from which her work drew presented an archival challenge in exploring these silences further.15 

Obituaries that specify the cause of death as overdose are not entirely new, but they have 

more frequently been reported in news obituaries for well-known individuals, rather than those 

written and paid for by families. The American distinction between staff-written news obituaries and 

family-written, paid death notices dates back to at least the Civil War, when the former were 

included in the News section and the latter in the “Deaths” columns.16 Most studies of U.S. obituaries 

have focused on news obituaries in major American newspapers.17 Today most small-town 

newspapers have abandoned the staff-written obituary altogether and instead link directly to online 

 
15 Recognizing these limitations, sociologist Bridget Fowler found Hume’s “restricted literary” view of obituaries as 

cultural memory too limiting. She instead outlined a number of obituary sub-genres that break with the traditional form 
of national mythology. The “tragic” is one in which “the great subject is seen as a figure of misfortune and pathos: the 
object of sympathy rather than admiration.” Within this taxonomy, the news obituaries of well-known individuals who 
have died by overdose align perhaps most closely with this genre. They describe lives that are fatally and radiantly 
flawed, romanticizing the tortured brilliance often attributed to greatness. Along with the idea of obituary as “public 
memorial,” however, Fowler’s taxonomy is an imperfect nomenclature for the topic at hand, particularly with changes to 
obituary production, writing, and circulation in recent years. Bridget Fowler, The Obituary as Collective Memory, (New 
York: Routledge, 2007); Hume, Obituaries in American Culture, 24. 

16 Hume, Obituaries in American Culture, 48. 
17 Most studies of obituaries have focused on staff-written news obituaries. Mushira Eid’s study of gender across family-

written obituaries from Egypt, Iran, and the United States in the mid-twentieth century is a notable exception. Hume and 
Fowler’s studies draw from newspapers of major cities with national circulations. Wroe and Colquhoun focus on staff-
written obituaries published in the Economist. Johnson and Stark’s studies look at a variety of staff-written obituaries drawn 
primarily from national newspapers. Hume, Obituaries in American Culture; Bridget Fowler, The Obituary as Collective 
Memory, (New York: Routledge, 2007); Mushira Eid, World of Obituaries : Gender Across Cultures and Over Time, 
(Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2002); Ann Wroe and Keith Colquhoun, Book of Obituaries, (London: Profile 
Books, 2010); Marilyn Johnson, The Dead Beat : Lost Souls, Lucky Stiffs, and the Perverse Pleasures of Obituaries, (New 
York, 2007); Nigel Starck, Life After Death, (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2006). 
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aggregator sites.18 In this paper, I will focus on family-written obituaries and argue that their 

emergence signifies a number of shifts in how we think about drug use and overdose today. 

 

Obituaries as exclusionary instruments 

It is fundamentally important to note, as a critical preface rather than an afterthought, that obituaries 

have always served as exclusive and exclusionary instruments in American life. The history of 

obituary publishing is not just one of an error of omission but an error of commission. Even in the 

family-written obituary, the access to the paid submission of a death notice and its eventual 

publication has always and continues to be one shaped by lines of media inclusion and exclusion 

as well as differing levels of community investment in these forms after several centuries of 

systematic newspaper discrimination. Examining obituaries by lines of difference, particularly by 

race and gender, has thus formed an important subset of obituary studies from the beginning. Hume 

dedicates a chapter of her study of obituaries in American culture between 1818 and 1930 to the 

“forgotten dead,” a long list of the omitted that includes the “nonelite,” Black and indigenous 

individuals, immigrants, the poor, children, people with disabilities, and, to a lesser extent, 

women.19 Sociologists Fowler and Bielsa have examined differences by class and occupational 

stratification in British obituaries.20 Kastenbaum, Peyton, and Kastenbaum published one of the 

earliest studies of American obituaries in 1977.21 Looking at news obituaries and paid death notices 

 
18 See Hume and Bressers’ early work on the shift to the “cyber obit.” Janice Hume and Bonnie Bressers, “Obituaries 

Online: New Connections with the Living—and the Dead,” OMEGA - Journal of Death and Dying 60, no. 3 (May 2010): 
255–71. 

19 Hume’s text examines each chapter’s theme by her four elements of the obituary and does the same for the 
“forgotten dead.” The four categories are person and occupation, attributes, cause of death, and funeral arrangements, 
though she notes the first category was the most important in terms of means of exclusion. Hume, Obituaries in 
American Culture, 134-138. 

20 Bridget Fowler and Esperanca Bielsa, “The Lives We Choose to Remember: a Quantitative Analysis of Newspaper 
Obituaries,” The Sociological Review 55, no. 2 (2007): 203–26. 

21 Robert Kastenbaum, Sara Peyton, and Beatrice Kastenbaum, “Sex Discrimination After Death,” OMEGA - Journal 
of Death and Dying 7, no. 4 (1977): 351–59. 
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published in the Boston Globe and the New York Times, they found that men were four times as 

likely as women to have an obituary published after their death22 and that men’s obituaries were on 

average longer and more likely to have a photograph accompanying the text.23 Twenty years later, 

Marks and Piggee found that the gender gap in obituaries and length had disappeared in the 

obituaries they analyzed in Arkansas.24 When analyzing by race, however, they found that the length 

of obituaries of White individuals were nearly twice as long as those for Black individuals.25 Similar 

discrepancies in length occur for people whose news obituaries indicate that they died by AIDS in 

the 1990s.26 In the print newspaper, word count and page inches are thus clearly distributed by lines 

of social hierarchy. 

The voices heard in the New England obituaries of the current overdose epidemic are almost 

universally those of individuals who fit the normative public narrative of the overdose crisis today. 

They are White, middle-class, heterosexual individuals27 who, as several obituaries and many 

commenters assert, don’t look like “addicts.” In this way, the STAT News “52 weeks, 52 faces” 

project that claims to show how obituaries “narrate the epidemic”28 really only narrates a certain 

subset of its effects—one where “addiction has a white face.”29 In this paper, I will focus particularly 

on the lines of deserving victimhood made along lines of race because of its importance to narratives 

of the epidemic at large. As psychiatrist-anthropologist, Helena Hansen, said in an interview on 

 
22 Ibid, 354. 
23 Ibid, 355. 
24 Alan Marks and Tommy Piggee, “Obituary Analysis and Describing a Life Lived: the Impact of Race, Gender, 

Age, and Economic Status,” OMEGA - Journal of Death and Dying 38, no. 1 (1999): 37–57, 45. 
25 The authors do not comment on the correspondence between mortality and obituary patterns by race. Ibid, 49. 
26 Charles Winick, “AIDS Obituaries in the New York Times,” AIDS Public Policy Journal 11, no. 3 (1996): 148–52, 

149. 
27 These are, admittedly, assumptions based on photographs, occupations, and the genders of noted spouses and 

partners. 
28 Armstrong, “52 Weeks, 52 Faces: Obituaries Narrate Lives Lost to the Opioid Epidemic.” 
29 This line comes from Yankah’s op-ed piece, which describes the racialized “national embrace of addicts,” 

particularly among law enforcement agencies. Ekow N Yankah, “When Addiction Has a White Face,” The New York 
Times, February 9, 2016. 
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opioid overdoses in communities of color, “I’m a black person…And if I were to die of an opioid 

overdose, my mother would not say anything about my overdose death, because she is working 

against stereotypes of black women as addicts and sex workers.”30 Brandon del Pozo, a police chief 

in the town of Burlington, VT, where an obituary for Madelyn Linsenmeir went viral, made this point 

explicitly. People cared—and shared online—about Linsenmeir’s death because she was a young, 

White, attractive mother.31 If the overdose obituary has created its own historical record of the opioid 

crisis, then its archival silencing is also powerful, a point that will be explored further in the following 

sections. 

 

Stigma and the death certificate 

Opioid overdose itself is a slippery category. In any death, to choose a certain cause is to by 

definition impose a rather artificial temporal boundary around claims of causality. Even within 

normative epidemiological frameworks, a number of studies have argued that opioid-related drug 

overdose deaths are significantly undercounted with variation across jurisdictions in decentralized 

coroner and medical examiner offices.32 Death certificates, the means through which such causes 

of death are state-sanctioned and made into public record, bring their own history of stigma with 

the additional element of public investigation into deaths ruled as “unnatural.”33 Deaths due to 

chronic alcoholism in England and Wales, for example, required public inquest prior to a change in 

 
30 Leah Samuel, “‘We Never Talked About It’: as Opioid Deaths Rise, Families of Color Stay Silent,” STAT News, 

February 13, 2017. 
31 Emma Bowman, “The Viral Obituary of an Opioid Addict: 'She’s Just One Face’ of the Epidemic,” STAT News, 

October 20, 2018. 
32 See Slavova et al. for a detailed description of the challenges in counting drug overdose deaths. Svetla Slavova et 

al., “Drug Overdose Deaths: Let's Get Specific,” Public Health Reports 130, no. 4 (July 2015): 339–42. 
33 See Schulz’s summary of a brief history of death certificates in the United States and United Kingdom. Kathryn 

Schulz, “Final Forms: What Death Certificates an Tell Us, and What They Can't,” The New Yorker, April 7, 2014, 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/04/07/final-forms. 
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the law in 1984.34 A retrospective study among patients diagnosed with liver disease found that only 

one-third of those with alcohol-related liver disease had the alcohol-related cause specified on their 

cause of death, while those with non-alcoholic liver disease were all “correctly attributed.”35 

Pathologists frequently “overlooked” or recast autopsy findings, such as attributing cirrhosis to 

nutritional deficiencies rather than alcohol use, in order to spare families the stigma and the 

subsequent state intervention. The same was true of AIDS-related deaths in the 1980s and 1990s, 

when many doctors felt a duty not to disclose an AIDS-related cause of death on the death certificate, 

feeling that they had done their “due diligence” by separately reporting the death to state public 

health institutions.36 

The cause-of-death entries in death certificates can have real material effects in the lives of 

the deceased’s friends and families. Families continue, for example, to face difficulties claiming life 

insurance benefits for family members whose deaths are ruled as suicides or as drug overdoses. 

Many policies include a “suicide clause,” which stipulates that benefits will not be paid if the insured 

dies by suicide within a certain period of time after taking out the policy—usually within 2 years.37 

There is a similar “incontestability clause” that may allow benefits to be denied in the case of drug 

overdose if insurers decide that a person’s substance use disorder was not disclosed on the life 

insurance policy; coverage may also vary based on whether the overdose is deemed intentional and 

whether the drugs involved are prescribed or non-prescribed.38 There are even accounts of 

individuals being denied life insurance policies altogether if they have received naloxone through a 

 
34 J D Maxwell and Paul Knapman, “Effect of Coroners' Rules on Death Certification for Alcoholic Liver Disease,” 

British Medical Journal 291 (September 14, 1985): 708, cited by King, 1989. 
35 J D Maxwell, “Accuracy of Death Certification for Alcoholic Liver Disease,” British Journal of Addiction 81 

(1986): 168–69, 169, cited by King, 1989. 
36 Michael B King, “AIDS on the Death Certificate: the Final Stigma,” British Medical Journal 298, no. 6675 (March 

18, 1989): 734–36, 735. 
37 John Dorfman, “How Life Insurance Policies Deal with Suicide,” Time, August 15, 2014, 

http://time.com/money/3117698/how-life-insurance-policies-deal-with-suicide/. 
38 Thomas Rockford, “Will Life Insurance Pay Out for a Drug Overdose?,” Life Ant, September 4, 2018. 
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standing order prescription.39 Such effects reflect many seen in the early years of the AIDS crisis, 

when specifying the cause of death as “AIDS” rather than as “pneumonia” on a death certificate 

might be disseminated everywhere from the deceased’s employer to their mortgage company; they 

had the potential to impact a number of courses of action for the deceased’s surviving friends and 

family, including foster care placement for the deceased’s children.40 Though there are more 

sophisticated—or perhaps convoluted—means of recording causes of death on public death records 

today than in the 1980s, the obituary remains a place of a highly public cause-of-death statement 

with the potential to impact the lives of the deceased’s survivors as well.41 

 

Suicide obituaries: survivors and contagion 

Suicide provides an important parallel in this regard for drug overdose in American history. It is 

usually understood as an event or act that is often perceived as sudden and highly stigmatized. 

Suicide can be “attempted” or “completed,” just as a drug overdose can be “nonfatal” or “fatal.” 

Many overdoses may, in fact, be suicides as well.42 Prior to 1910, suicides were published strictly 

as news items in U.S. newspapers.43 By 1930, suicides were, albeit rarely, included within traditional 

obituary pages with “attributes, funeral arrangements, and a more compassionate treatment of the 

death.”44 Sensationalism and denial remained prominent themes in newspaper coverage of suicide 

through 1930, however.45 By following language over time through these categories, certain phrases 

 
39 Martha Bebinger, “Why You May Be Denied Life Insurance for Carrying Naloxone,” WBUR, December 5, 2018, 

https://www.wbur.org/commonhealth/2018/12/05/narcan-insurance-prescription. 
40 King, “AIDS on the Death Certificate: the Final Stigma,” 735. 
41 There is some early evidence among parents who have lost a child due to drug-related causes that disclosure of 

the cause of death can facilitate psychological healing, though the role of the obituary was not examined in particular. 
See William Feigelman, Beverly Feigelman, and Lillian M Range, “Grief and Healing Trajectories of Drug-Death-
Bereaved Parents,” OMEGA - Journal of Death and Dying, 2018, 1–19. 

42 Brett Dahlberg, “Suicide Deaths Missing From Opioid Overdose Data, Experts Say,” WSKG, October 18, 2018, 
https://wskg.org/news/suicide-deaths-missing-from-opioid-overdose-data-experts-say/. 

43 Hume, Obituaries in American Culture, 144. 
44 Ibid, 144. 
45 Ibid, 145. 
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repeated themselves while others fell out of favor. Beginning in the 1870s, for example, the terms 

we now call “euphemisms” in obituary writing emerged in a broader trend of decreased cause-of-

death reporting in American obituaries that co-occurred with the secularization of obituary rhetoric 

following the Civil War.46 In the overdose obituary, many of these words—"died unexpectedly” or 

“suddenly”—borrow from the coded language of this time period and of the evolution of suicide 

obituary writing.47 It is only in recent years that newspapers have created a set of reporting standards 

to impose certain conventions on suicide reporting48 after concerns over the possibility of suicidal 

media contagion.49 

 Perhaps most importantly to this paper, suicide and drug overdose leave the family and friend 

of the person who is deceased—called “survivors” in much of the literature—with a complicated 

grief and a series of decisions about disclosure of the deceased’s cause of death.50 This is not a trivial 

decision. Psychological studies suggest that bereaved parents of children who have died by suicide 

or drug overdose face higher rates of mental health problems themselves as well as less compassion 

from others when compared to parents of children who died by other causes.51 Survivors report 

higher levels of “rejection, shame, stigma, need for concealing the cause of death, and blaming” 

 
46 Ibid, 82. 
47 Legacy Staff, “Addiction, Suicide and Obituaries,” Legacy.com, 2013, http://www.legacy.com/news/culture-and-

trends/article/addiction-suicide-and-obituaries. 
48 Reporting on Suicide, “Recommendations for Reporting on Suicide,” Reporting on Suicide, April 3, 2012, 

http://reportingonsuicide.org/wp-content/themes/ros2015/assets/images/Recommendations-eng.pdf. 
49 For reviews of the evidence on suicidal contagion, please see Drew M Velting and Madelyn S Gould, “Suicide 

Contagion,” in Review of Suicidology, (New York: Guilford Press, 1997), 96–137; Madelyn Gould, Patrick Jamieson, and 
Daniel Romer, “Media Contagion and Suicide Among the Young,” American Behavioral Scientist 46, no. 9 (July 27, 
2016): 1269–84. 

50 For a review of social stigma for suicide survivors, please see Jacqueline G Cvinar, “Do Suicide Survivors Suffer 
Social Stigma: a Review of the Literature,” Perspectives in Psychiatric Care 41, no. 1 (2005): 14–21. 

51 Breon G Allen et al., “The Effect of Cause of Death on Responses to the Bereaved: Suicide Compared to Accident 
and Natural Causes,” OMEGA - Journal of Death and Dying 28, no. 1 (1994): 39–48; Lawrence G Calhoun and Breon G 
Allen, “Social Reactions to the Survivor of a Suicide in the Family: a Review of the Literature,” OMEGA - Journal of 
Death and Dying 23, no. 2 (1991): 95–107; Akira Yamanaka, “Japanese Undergraduates’ Attitudes Toward Students 
Survivors of Parental Suicide,” OMEGA - Journal of Death and Dying 71, no. 1 (2015): 82–91. 
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than the survivor groups for other causes of death.52 A recent psychological study suggests, 

nonetheless, that specifying the cause of death as suicide in an obituary may provide additional 

resources and support for the bereaved, even if it means more negative perceptions of both the 

deceased individual and survivors themselves.53 Stigma itself may contribute to suicide,54 just as it 

shapes access to addiction treatment and harm reduction resources. Stigma and concerns about 

suicidal contagion have thus cultivated a careful attention to language when writing about suicide 

deaths on the part of both news and obituary writers. Obituaries, too, can do “posthumous harm.”55 

 

The archive(s) of AIDS obituaries 

“AIDS obituaries,” the obituaries written about people who have died from complications of 

HIV/AIDS, provide the ability to trace an epidemic from its origins through a series of historical, 

social, and biomedical transformations. For this project, studying AIDS obituaries demonstrates the 

methodological importance of choosing an archive and highlights the distinctions between staff-

written and family-written forms. Writing at the height of the HIV/AIDS epidemic, Michael King 

described the inclusion of AIDS as the cause of death on a death certificate as “the final stigma” with 

material impacts on a person’s family and friends, as described above.56 The AIDS crisis pushed the 

United States to consider a two-part death certificate that would allow one certificate of death for 

administrative purposes that did not disclose the cause of death and another for vital statistics and 

medical surveillance, though this was never actually adopted.57 Researchers have traced societal 

 
52 Carl-Aksel Sveen and Fredrik A Walby, “Suicide Survivors' Mental Health and Grief Reactions: a Systematic 

Review of Controlled Studies,” Suicide & Life-Threatening Behavior 38, no. 1 (February 2008): 13–29. 
53 Elizabeth Sand, Kathryn H Gordon, and Konrad Bresin, “The Impact of Specifying Suicide as the Cause of Death 

in an Obituary,” Crisis 34, no. 1 (January 2013): 63–66. 
54 M Pompili, I Mancinelli, and R Tatarelli, “Stigma as a Cause of Suicide” 183, no. 2 (August 2003): 173–74. 
55 G Thomas Couser, “The Obituary of a Face: Lucy Grealy, Death Writing and Posthumous Harm,” Auto/Biography 

12, no. 1 (March 2004): 1–15. 
56 King, “AIDS on the Death Certificate: the Final Stigma.” 
57 Ibid, 735. 
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prejudices and fears about HIV/AIDS through a series of New York Times obituaries.58 A study of 

staff-written AIDS obituaries from the New York Times in 1996, for example, found that they were 

on average shorter, in page inches, than the non-AIDS obituaries from the same time period, though 

they served as an important mirror of evolving conventions around the language of AIDS reporting.59 

 Conversely, AIDS obituaries—particularly when drawn from sources outside of national 

newspapers—also hold the possibility of bringing into “living, dynamic memory” an “archive of the 

dead” consisting of the people and bodies largely marginalized in life and at the time of their 

passing.60 Historian Horacio Roque Ramírez drew from a ten-year period of obituaries published in 

the San Francisco Bay Area Reporter of Latinx individuals who died of AIDS-related complications. 

In this project, which Roque Ramírez called a “gay Latino album of the dead,”61 the obituaries of 

the past spoke to ongoing silencing and discrimination in the post-protease inhibitor era of a “not-

about-AIDS” rhetoric that effectively silenced those for whom AIDS remained a painfully unresolved 

crisis.62 Though a full review of the history of death certificates, suicide obituaries, and AIDS 

obituaries is beyond the scope of the current paper, a historical approach to all three demonstrates 

the ways in which they both codify and challenge stigma of the deceased and their survivors. 

 

A Cause-of-Death Prehistory: The Pre-Obit Overdose 

Two hundred years before the online obituary, overdose was far from absent from the newspaper.63 

Overdoses, particularly opioid-based, were relatively common news stories in New England 

 
58 A Odasuo Alali, “The Disposition of Aids Imagery in New York Times' Obituaries,” OMEGA - Journal of Death 

and Dying 29, no. 4 (1995): 273–89. 
59 Winick, “AIDS Obituaries in the New York Times,” 149. 
60 Horacio N Roque Ramírez, “Gay Latino Histories/ Dying to Be Remembered: AIDS Obituaries, Public Memory, 

and the Queer Latino Archive,” in Beyond El Barrio, ed. Gina Perez, Frank Guridy, and Adrian Burgos, (New York, 
2010), 103–28, 123. 

61 Ibid, 104. 
62 Ibid, 106-107. 
63 This paper will address the evolution of reporting on overdose from the late 19th century to the 21st century, as a 

full history of obituaries and death certificates in the United States is beyond the scope of this paper. For further resources 
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newspapers beginning at the end of the 19th century. In 1896, for example, the North Conway 

Mountain Reporter noted that, “Mr. Osgood Burbank died very suddenly the 17th from an overdose 

of morphine, aged thirty six.”64 The notice was sandwiched between a number of other community 

announcements including a wedding, several factory closures, and the unauthorized catching of a 

four-inch trout.65 Though many of the nineteenth-century overdose deaths were sentence-length 

news items, others received longer treatment. The obituaries of well-known community members 

often contained many of the elements that might be expected of an obituary today: cause of death, 

occupation, date and place of birth, and funeral arrangements. In January 1897, for example, a local 

newspaper published an account of the “Sudden Death of H. B. Ballard” in South Tamworth, NH 

that contained all of the elements of a traditional obituary while addressing a number of rumors 

about the deceased. 

South Tamworth was startled last Thursday noon by the announcement that Hollis B. Ballard 
had just been found dead in his bed. For sometime [sic] past, indeed for two or three years, 
it was thought not unlikely that his end would be sudden and tragic; nevertheless, when it 
came the neighborhood was shocked and saddened. The deceased had been drinking, but 
less freely than heretofore, and the day before his death suffered much from nervous 
excitability. To allay this and induce sleep, he resorted to laudanum, as he had sometimes 
done before, but the dose, though large, was smaller than had been accustomed to.66 
 

The piece explained in great detail the last hours of Ballard’s life, including his “heavy” breathing 

patterns in the hours before his overdose. 41 years old at the time of his death, Ballard’s “ungoverned 

desire for drink cut off in the prime of life a superb body and capable mind.” The article confronted 

 
on the longer history of these forms, please Hume’s work on the 19th and early 20th century evolution of news obituaries, 
Fowler’s sociological analysis of obituaries as collective memories, and Eid’s cross-cultural comparison of gender in family-
written obituaries. For a summary of the history of death certificates in the United States and the United Kingdom, please 
see Schulz’s piece in the New Yorker. Schulz, “Final Forms: What Death Certificates an Tell Us, and What They Can't;” 
Hume, Obituaries in American Culture; Eid, World of Obituaries : Gender Across Cultures and Over Time; Fowler, The 
Obituary as Collective Memory. 

64 “Conway,” North Conway Mountain Reporter, September 24, 1896. 
65 ibid. 
66 “Sudden Death of H. B. Ballard,” North Conway Mountain Reporter, January 28, 1897. 
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the many rumors circulating about the possibility that Ballard “purposefully took an overdose,” a 

view that was contradicted by a number of “competent physicians.” The piece ended with a 

description of Ballard’s birth and life as well as the funeral details and names of his surviving 

relatives.67 

Following the Civil War and the wide distribution of the hypodermic needle, the end of the 

19th century was a moment of crisis in iatrogenic opium and morphine overdose and addiction.68 

During this period prior to the Harrison Narcotic Act of 1914, most of the overdoses mentioned in 

the New England newspapers were of medicinal substances, particularly morphine, laudanum and 

chloral. In 1899, the Portsmouth Times noted that 36-year-old George S. Haskell “died at his home 

early this morning from an overdose of chloral.” Haskell, who had been ill for a week “with grip,” 

had taken too much of the chloral, which “had been prescribed by the physician.”69 Many of the 

obituaries appeared on the same page as advertisements for soothing syrups, the “opiate-laced 

nostrums” sold for infant use.70 Both the deaths of George Haskell and of 38-year-old Edgar Simpson 

from a morphine overdose in 1901, for example, appeared directly adjacent to an advertisement for 

Mrs. Winslow’s Soothing Syrup, a morphine-based remedy for teething, pain, and diarrhea (see 

Figure 1).71 

 
67 For many news-reported overdoses during this time, there appeared to be some ambiguity about the intentionality 

of the overdose and the role of accidental iatrogenesis or addiction. Both were frequent objects of public speculation. In 
1897, in Bartlett, New Hampshire, J. W. Stanton was found outside in his field to have “taken an overdose of opiates.” 
The newspaper notes that he was “in the habit of taking the little bottle containing such, and a glass was found near where 
he was.” The article concludes that due to poor health, Mr. Stanton had “often wished he was out of his suffering.” The 
line between suicide and unintentional overdose, one that is frequently discussed today, was just as elusive and 
provocative in the 19th century. Much of the original interest in overdose and subsequently in opium toxicology in the 
mid-19th century, in fact, derived from what historian David’s Courtwright described as “opium’s longstanding popularity 
as a euthanistic suicide agent.” David T Courtwright, Dark Paradise: a History of Opiate Addiction in America, (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1982; reprint, 2001), 206; “Bartlett,” North Conway Mountain Reporter, July 15, 1897. 

68 Courtwright, Dark Paradise: a History of Opiate Addiction in America, 46. 
69 “Overdose of Chloral,” Portsmouth Herald, January 4, 1899. 
70 Courtwright, Dark Paradise: a History of Opiate Addiction in America, 57. 
71 “Overdose of Morphine,” Portsmouth Herald, September 16, 1901. 
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There were also early reflections of the dangers of opioids 

in New England newspapers that mirrored those found in the late 

19th century medical literature.72 In 1902, the Portsmouth Herald 

ran a story on the death of a journalist from a sulphonyl overdose 

used for sleep. The headline read, “OPIATES ARE DANGEROUS. 

And It Is Only In Rare Cases That They Are Necessary.” The 

author noted that “some of our friends have become the victims 

of drugs and have been ruined in the prime of life.” Noting the 

dangers of “[h]ypnotics and alcoholics of al [sic] sorts,” the 

author argued that a “drug habit is as bad as an alcoholic habit.” 

The column continued to describe a number of non-opiate 

treatments for insomnia that ring surprisingly familiar to the non-

pharmacological alternatives to opioids today. 

 The mention of drug overdoses fell off sharply between the 

first and second World Wars, particularly during the Prohibition 

Era of 1920-1933. In newspaper archives between 1914 and 

1940, most of the appearances of the word “overdose” were of a 

metaphorical kind. The mentions of opium, laudanum, and 

morphine overdoses of the turn of the century were replaced with 

references to sleeping pills or tablets as well as barbiturates,73 

bromidia,74 and other poisonings. In 1941, a news article in the 

Portsmouth Herald titled, “Hold Funeral Next Monday For C. Bruno,” brought the first example of 

 
72 Courtwright, Dark Paradise: A History of Opiate Addiction in America, 45. 
73 “Find Girl Who Was Married in City, Unconscious,” Nashua Telegraph, October 20, 1947. 
74 “Took Overdose of Bromidia,” Portsmouth Herald, September 17, 1917. 

Figure 1: Juxtaposition of alcohol-
related arrests, an advertisement for 
morphine-based Mrs. Winslow's 
Soothing Syrup, and a notice of a 
morphine overdose, Portsmouth 
Herald, September 16, 1901. 
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an emerging hybrid news-obituary form. The piece began, “Victim of an overdose of sleeping tablets, 

Charles P. Bruno, 33, of Foyes Corner, was found dead in his car yesterday afternoon at Wells. 

Funeral Services will be held Monday.” The article then gave a brief description of Bruno’s life as a 

barber before giving the more sensationalized details of the discovery of his body.75 

 In the 1950s and 1960s, celebrity obituaries appeared that listed the cause of death as an 

overdose. The death of Marilyn Monroe, for example, made both New England news and obituary 

headlines in 1962.76 While heroin emerged as a common news item in the 1960s, there was little 

newspaper archival evidence of family-written obituaries that explicitly mentioned drug overdoses 

until the 2000s. This followed a decade of newspaper reporting on a growing heroin “problem” in 

Maine and New Hampshire from the mid-1990s through the early 2000s. While a single fatal heroin 

overdose made the front page of the Nashua Telegraph in 1970,77 the front page in 2002 quoted a 

police lieutenant saying that heroin was “the biggest threat we have in the city now.”78 

 

The New Obituarists: The Rise of Legacy.com 

As opioids emerged as a major community focus in Maine and New Hampshire in the early 2000s, 

the world of obituary publishing was undergoing a number of transformations. Founded in 1998, 

Legacy.com emerged as the definitive leader within the obituary “online marketplace.”79 Though its 

usage statistics are not public, all evidence suggests that its rise has been meteoric. Through a series 

of high-profile acquisitions,80 Legacy has cornered an important piece of the $14.2 billion “death 

 
75 “Hold Funeral Next Monday for C. Bruno,” Portsmouth Herald, August 9, 1941. 
76 “Evidence in Death is Conflicting: Coroner to Make Report,” Nashua Telegraph, August 6, 1962. 
77 “Overdose of Heroin Fatal to Man Here,” Nashua Telegraph, July 10, 1970. 
78 “Broken Lives, Heroin's Toll,” Nashua Telegraph, September 28, 2002. 
79 Melissa Jayne Kinsey, “The Winner of the Online Death Marketplace,” Slate, December 1, 2017, 

https://slate.com/technology/2017/12/legacy-com-has-cornered-the-market-on-death-online.html. 
80 This merger was touted by both companies for bringing together Legacy’s 35 million monthly unique visitors with 

Tributes’ 5 million unique visitors. See Tributes.com, “Legacy.com Further Strengths Its Position and That of Its Partners,” 
Tributes.com, April 22, 2015, http://www.tributes.com/global/press_article/181; Legacy.com, “Legacy.com Announces 
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care industry.”81 By the end of its first 10 years in business, Legacy announced that its site hosted 

obituaries for more than 60 percent of people who died annually in the United States.82 By 2017, 

that figure had risen to 75 percent of U.S. deaths. Today the company boasts 40 million unique 

monthly visitors through partnerships with 1,500 newspapers and 3,500 funeral homes.83 As of 

December 2018, Legacy was the 21st most trafficked site in the country, eclipsing the likes of CNN 

and the New York Times.84 As one business article from Legacy’s hometown of Chicago put it, 

Legacy is the city’s most trafficked website that “you’ve never heard of.”85 

The opioid epidemic figures prominently on the Legacy website. The company’s rise, 

beginning with its founding in 1998, mirrors closely the epidemiological rise in opioid overdose 

deaths.86 On the company’s sales and marketing website for prospective newspaper and funeral 

home partners, there is a section called, “In the News,” that curates a limited set of media mentions 

of the company.87 One of the articles entitled, “Families refuse to bury the truth about heroin,” quotes 

Legacy’s vice president for operations about the “significant spike” of Legacy obituaries that mention 

addiction and overdose beginning in 2015.88 On the main Legacy site, nearly 30 percent of the news 

articles featuring the company over the past two years are related to the opioid crisis.89 The STAT 

News project, “52 weeks, 52 faces” profiled obituaries from Legacy.com that “narrate lives lost to 

 
Acquisition of Tributes.com,” Legacy.com, April 22, 2015, http://new.legacy.com/legacy-com-announces-acquisition-of-
tributes-com/. 

81 Kinsey, “The Winner of the Online Death Marketplace.” 
82 Legacy.com, “Legacy.com Achieves Milestone: 650 Newspaper Affiliates,” Legacy.com, April 28, 2008. 
83 Legacy.com, “About Us,” Legacy.com, 2018, http://www.legacy.com/about/about-us. 
84 Quantcast, “Top International Websites & Rankings,” Quantcast.com, December 6, 2018, 

https://www.quantcast.com/top-sites/US/1. 
85 Sam Dewey, “This Chicago Website Is One of the Most Trafficked in the World. Here’s Why You’ve Never Heard 

of It,” Built in Chicago, August 15, 2016, https://www.builtinchicago.org/2016/08/09/legacycom-online-obituaries-
highest-trafficked-website. 

86 Hedegaard, Warner, and Miniño, “Drug Overdose Deaths in the United States, 1999–2016.” 
87 Legacy.com, “In the News,” Legacy.com, 2017, http://sales.legacy.com/about/news/. 
88 Laurie Mason Schroeder and Pamela Lehman, “Families Refuse to Bury the Truth About Heroin,” The Morning 

Call, October 1, 2016. 
89 Legacy.com, “News & Press,” Legacy.com, 2017, https://www.legacy.com/about/news. 
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the opioid epidemic,”  one for each week of 2016.90 In this way, the “online obituary warehouse” 

has cultivated a major focus on overdose deaths in marketing and media coverage alike. 

Paid death notices, written by families and sometimes brushed aside by obituary 

traditionalists as mere “classifieds,” have fueled the rise of “cyber obits” and the websites that house 

them.91 As Janice Hume and Bonnie Bressers argue, the newcomers to the space of the online 

obituary are not the deceased but rather the bereaved.92 The online Legacy obituary provides digital 

guest books, mediated by remote staffers.93 The guest books eventually expire to public view and 

the tributes become paywalled, though well-intentioned acquaintances are invited to gift “a lasting 

legacy” to the bereaved by restoring the guest book for a price. From an individual obituary page, 

visitors can trace relatives through Ancestry.com, locate birth and death records, order funeral 

flowers, explore funeral etiquette, and find a grief support group.94 

These memorials are not without precedent. The caretaking and maintenance of online 

memorials95 are reminiscent of a number of physical spaces such as roadside memorials96 that friends 

and family of the deceased may maintain in order to invite the public into a private memorial. Prior 

to Legacy.com, for example, studies of “virtual cemeteries” through sites like Dearly Departed 

 
90 Armstrong, “52 Weeks, 52 Faces: Obituaries Narrate Lives Lost to the Opioid Epidemic.” 
91 Hume and Bressers, “Obituaries Online: New Connections with the Living—and the Dead,” 267. 
92 Ibid, 267. 
93 Ian Urbina, “Sites Invite Online Mourning, but Don't Speak Ill of the Dead,” The New York Times, November 5, 

2006, https://www.nytimes.com/2006/11/05/us/05memorial.html. 
94 There are limits on this online bereavement marketplace; casket makers and funeral homes were quickly rebuffed 

in the earlier days of online memorials when they tried to advertise alongside them. Yuki Noguchi, “Online Memorials 
Bring Strangers and Friends Together in Community of Grief,” The Washington Post, May 29, 2006. 

95 Significant research concerning online memorials and obituary studies emerged following 9/11 memorials in the 
early 2000s. Kitch and Hume, Journalism in a Culture of Grief; Hume, “‘Portraits of Grief,’ Reflectors of Values: the New 
York Times Remembers Victims of September 11;” Haskins, “Between Archive and Participation: Public Memory in a 
Digital Age.” 

96 Angela Garcia describes the “work of mourning” in the creation of roadside and often heroin-related memorials 
called descansos in the Hispano landscape of the Española Valley in New Mexico. The descanso “commemorates the 
singularity of death while insisting on the inevitable repetition of it” (2008, 723). Its upkeep and visual presence on the 
landscape challenges both the idea of “mourning as repair” and creates “a kind of ethical commitment to that which was 
lost” through keeping vigil. Angela Garcia, “The Elegiac Addict: History, Chronicity, and the Melancholic Subject,” 
Cultural Anthropology 23, no. 4 (November 1, 2008): 718–46, 722-724; Angela Garcia, The Pastoral Clinic: Addiction 
and Dispossession Along the Rio Grande, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2010), 73-74. 
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demonstrated the ways in which online memorials extend the circle of possible visitors and the 

imperative of “perpetual care" and collective memorial over time.97 By 2004, researchers in death 

studies argued that the “World Wide Web” had become a “‘virtual’ Wailing Wall” for bereavement 

in “Cyberspace.”98 Facebook, like other social networking sites, has developed specific protocols to 

convert accounts of those who have died into “memorialized” pages with certain privacy restrictions 

governed by a “legacy contact,” someone appointed by the deceased to curate their page.99 The 

public nature of Facebook content and the extent to which details are shared about the cause of 

death are heavily contested in comments and in comment moderation.100 Pushing back against a 

sense that the internet has somehow lessened the quality of mourning and bereavement, 

psychologist Pamela Roberts argues that the Web and the “community of the online cemetery” 

supplement traditional mourning processes and allow newfound connections with other fellow 

bereaved individuals.101 

As media studies professor Ekaterina Haskins cautions, however, digital memorial should 

not be mistaken for an unmediated archive.102 Though online memorials may challenge certain 

mediations of traditional print media, each obituary and guest book is monitored and manicured.  

Legacy, for example, employs more than 40 percent of its 200 staff members solely to screen guest 

book comments.103 Working with a set of more than 30,000 computerized algorithms that 

 
97 Lourdes A Vidal, “Perpetual Care in Cyberspace: a Portrait of Memorials on the Web,” OMEGA - Journal of Death 

and Dying 40, no. 4 (2000): 521–45. 
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in Adult Daughters of Deceased Mothers,” OMEGA - Journal of Death and Dying 49, no. 1 (2004): 43–56, 44. 
99 “Memorialized Accounts,” Facebook, 2018, https://www.facebook.com/help/1506822589577997. 
100 Alice Marwick and Nicole B Ellison, “‘There Isn't Wifi in Heaven!’ Negotiating Visibility on Facebook Memorial 

Pages,” Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media 56, no. 3 (July 2012): 378–400. 
101 Pamela Roberts, “The Living and the Dead: Community in the Virtual Cemetery,” OMEGA - Journal of Death and 

Dying 49, no. 1 (2004): 57–75. 
102 Ekaterina Haskins, “Between Archive and Participation: Public Memory in a Digital Age,” Rhetoric Society 

Quarterly 37, no. 4 (October 2007): 401–22, 418. 
103 Legacy states that condolence message screening doubles the number of comments that each obituary receives, 

as “friends and family of the deceased feel comfortable returning to and leaving messages in the Guest Book year after 
year – knowing that they will be comforted by what they see there.” According to the site, 92 percent of families find the 
“moderated guest book” a valuable feature of their obituary services. Katie Falzone, “How Legacy Screeners Protect Your 
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automatically flag comments for higher levels of staff review, the content of obituary guest books is 

closely supervised.104 Approximately 25 percent of comments are deleted prior to posting. These 

rules include flagging comments related to suicide and drug addiction, depending on family member 

and funeral home preferences.105 Though Legacy notes that it prioritizes the wishes of families and 

funeral homes where possible,106 the impact of such algorithms on guest book interactions in 

obituaries that explicitly mention suicide or drug overdose remains unknown. 

 

The Rise in “Overdose,” in Life and in Death 

Beginning in 2014, there was a national increase in the frequency with which published obituaries 

on Legacy contained the words “overdose” or “drug overdose” (see Figure 2).107 This mirrored the 

increase in national attention paid to drug overdose deaths following a CDC report published in 

2015.108 Between 2014 and 2017, the mention of “overdose” nationally in Legacy obituaries more 

than tripled while the frequency of the phrase, “drug overdose,” increased by more than two and a 

 
Families,” Legacy.com, 2018, http://new.legacy.com/legacy-protect-families/. Lucia Moses, “‘We’re Looking for 
Mistresses’: How Obit Site Legacy Combats Trolling the Deceased,” Digiday, January 18, 2016, 
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104 ibid. 
105 ibid. 
106 Katie Falzone, “How Legacy Screeners Protect Your Families.” 
107 Without underlying data on the annual total numbers of published obituaries on the Legacy site, it is difficult to 

do a rigorous statistical analysis that controls for an increase in overall obituaries published each year. However, by 
comparing the overall trend in the frequency of use of the word “overdose” to the changes in frequency of other causes 
of death, such as “cirrhosis” or “influenza,” I have attempted to establish a rudimentary mechanism to control for overall 
expansion of the site during this time. 

108 Christopher M Jones et al., “Vital Signs: Demographic and Substance Use Trends Among Heroin Users-United 
States, 2002-2013.,” Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report 64, no. 26 (2015): 719–25. 
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half fold.109 The mention of 

overdose in obituaries far 

outpaced the rate of increase 

in total overdose deaths 

during those years.110 The 

interactive guest books on 

obituary sites allow for an 

explicit discussion of this 

shift in cause-of-death 

reporting. When 24-year-

old Molly Parks of Manchester, NH and York, ME died in April 2015, the first line of the obituary 

noted that she died “as the result of a heroin overdose.”111 In an interview with the Washington Post, 

her father, Tom Parks, said, “I see a lot of obituaries from families…and they’re all saying they died 

suddenly…But that’s not the truth, and we know that because we just went through it.”112 

Hundreds of commenters wrote in the online guest book from around the country. The most 

common responses were from other parents. A visitor from Washington State who gave her name 

as, “Mother of a heroin addict,” wrote that there had “to be another answer to this madness…that is 

treating these people as people [with] a serious medical problem without shaming them.” The 

anxieties surrounding the epidemic paralleled the gratitude for the Parks family’s forthrightness about 

 
109 A Legacy vice-president publicly commented on this increase in 2016. See Laurie Mason Schroeder and Pamela 

Lehman, “Families Refuse to Bury the Truth About Heroin,” The Morning Call, October 1, 2016. 
110 Total overdose deaths increased by 1.5 times nationally from 47,055 deaths in 2014 to 72,306 in 2017. See 

National Center for Health Statistics, CDC Wonder, “Overdose Death Rates,” National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2018, 
https://www.drugabuse.gov/related-topics/trends-statistics/overdose-death-rates. 

111 “Molly a. Parks,” New Hampshire Union Leader, April 16, 2015, 
https://www.legacy.com/obituaries/unionleader/obituary.aspx?n=molly-a-parks&pid=174689274&fhid=13971. 

112 Peter Holley, “Why This Father Didn’t Hide His Daughter’s Heroin Overdose in Her Obituary,” The Washington 
Post, April 22, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2015/04/22/why-this-father-didnt-hide-his-
daughters-heroin-overdose-in-her-obituary/. 

 

Figure 2. Annual counts of national search term results on Legacy.com for the 
terms “overdose,” “drug overdose,” “cirrhosis,” and “influenza” which show a 
disproportionate increase in the mention of both overdose and drug overdose 
beginning in 2014. 
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their daughter’s cause of death.113 Another visitor wrote that they shared the family’s grief after 

recently losing a 24-year-old nephew to a heroin overdose: 

It is so tragic and I fear as well that a whole generation will be lost at this rate. Thank you for 
your honesty in your obituary. Maybe it will get some young people in the community who 
knew Molly talking and getting themselves into treatment. 
 

The possibility of “honesty” pushing other people who used opioids into treatment was one that 

surfaced again and again in online guest books and condolences sections.114 

Within obituaries themselves, there were explicit calls to destigmatize addiction and to 

increase access to treatment. Some of these came by describing the anti-stigma work that the 

deceased had engaged in during their lives. When 30-year-old Jane Walters died in June of 2012, 

her obituary did not mention a cause of death. In the text of the obituary, however, it mentioned the 

work that she had done to help others and to counter stigma around addiction. By 2018, there were 

multiple obituaries in New Hampshire with explicit calls to destigmatize addiction. The obituary of 

29-year-old Jonathan Mason, who died in 2018, notes that he died of a drug overdose. After 

describing Mason’s love of poetry and cooking, the obituary turns to the role of stigma: 

Frustration and fear of stigma often stop family and friends from acknowledging the problem 
or sharing their love. Remember, an addict doesn't have to be clean and sober to tell them 
you love them. 
 

Others explicitly link the role of stigma to decreasing access to treatment. In the guest book of an 

obituary for Matthew Johnson, one visitor who was also “honest” in her own son’s obituary wrote, 

“This type of raw honesty is not for everyone but is necessary to remove the stigma that prevents 

effective treatment.” Other obituaries explicitly encouraged people to seek treatment. When 46-

 
113 A visitor from Virginia was one of many who used Parks’ guest book to address those currently in active addiction: 

“There is hope! There is help! Don't give up. Reach out to an addictions specialist, find an opiate replacement treatment 
center. Get help. Heroin is a very real and horribly addictive substance and you don't have to do this on your own.” 

114 A visitor from Virginia was one of many who used Parks’ guest book to address those currently in active 
addiction: “There is hope! There is help! Don't give up. Reach out to an addictions specialist, find an opiate replacement 
treatment center. Get help. Heroin is a very real and horribly addictive substance and you don't have to do this on your 
own.” 
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year-old Linda Peterson died in 2017, her obituary noted that she died of a heroin overdose and 

moved on to explicitly address others in need of treatment: 

It would have been her hope that anyone reading this who is also fighting opioid addiction, 
or anyone who knows someone who is, find treatment and help put an end to this epidemic. 
 

The family asked for donations of $19.71 to a treatment center to honor Peterson with the year of 

her birth. 

A number of the obituaries challenged fundamental assumptions about overdose deaths and 

the very coherence of the “overdose death” itself. As cause-of-death reporting demonstrates, there 

is a lack of substance specificity in knowing what killed someone and the term “opioid overdose,” 

can be somewhat of a misnomer.115 Extending the understanding of the ways in which substances 

can kill beyond the immediate temporal focus of the “overdose death” brings into view the structures 

and long histories in which each is situated. Though many do use the language of dying “suddenly” 

or “unexpectedly,” a number also questions these assumptions. Madelyn Linsenmeir’s family, for 

example, described her death as unexpected but long feared. They also explicitly allow for the 

possibility of dying by overdose while safe and surrounded by family, challenging temporal 

assumptions about overdose deaths. 

While her death was unexpected, Madelyn suffered from drug addiction, and for years we 
feared her addiction would claim her life. We are grateful that when she died she was safe 
and she was with her family.116 

 
Similarly, the family of Adam Wolfson notes that though he died “from an accidental heroin 

overdose,” this was an event at the end of a long, collective effort: “We all tried to help him through 

his addiction so many times throughout the years and sometimes thought we were winning; but in 

the end we lost.” The length of this collective “battle” situated the “unexpected” and “sudden” 

 
115 See Slavova et al. for a detailed description of the challenges in counting drug overdose deaths. Svetla Slavova et 

al., “Drug Overdose Deaths: Let's Get Specific,” Public Health Reports 130, no. 4 (July 2015): 339–42. 
116 “Obituary: Madelyn Linsenmeir, 1988-2018.” 
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deaths of obituary cause-of-death reporting in a new temporal light. The obituaries also reconfigured 

the imagined location and company of an overdose death. Like Linsenmeir, Paul Jackson died 

“unexpectedly” and “surrounded by his family and loved ones at the time of passing.” These 

obituaries challenged a number of often overlooked parts of drug overdose.117 In situating the deaths 

of family members within longer lives and longer “battles” against addiction, they also questioned 

whether to die by overdose was to die “suddenly” or “unexpectedly” and even allowed for the 

possibility of finding peace rather than violence in an overdose death. 

 

Conclusion 

Examining the historical trajectory of the overdose obituary brings a number of new questions for 

aging categories of both epidemiological and obituary analysis. In attending to larger temporal 

frames and longer histories of addiction, these obituaries raise questions about, for example, how 

distinct a drug overdose death might be from a suicide or even homicide, as a number of deaths are 

being prosecuted.118 Studying the trajectory of newspaper reporting on drug overdoses also mirrors 

a number of changing media practices, including the growing importance of the family-written 

obituary and the new digital memorials provided through online obituary websites. Overdose, like 

suicide, has not been absent from the newspaper record during this time; however, its treatment has 

 
117 In an early pre-implementation study of a take-home naloxone study in the United Kingdom, John Strang et al. 

found that the majority of overdoses, fatal and non-fatal, occurred in the home of the person who had overdosed or in a 
friend or family member’s home. They also found that the majority occurred with other people. Both led to large efforts to 
distribute naloxone to people who used drugs and their friends and family members. Just as one may die “suddenly” of a 
“heart attack,” a sudden occlusion of a coronary artery, the time between onset of the occlusion and death may be much 
longer than the instantaneous sudden cardiac arrests of public imagination. They may play out over a number of places, 
including the home, emergency medical services, and the hospital. The same is true for death by drug overdose. John 
Strang et al., “Preventing Opiate Overdose Fatalities with Take-Home Naloxone: Pre-Launch Study of Possible Impact and 
Acceptability,” Addiction 94, no. 2 (1999): 199–204. 

118 This article describes the growing practice of charging those who give or sell a drug to someone who dies by drug 
overdose with homicide. Rosa Goldensohn, “They Shared Drugs. Someone Died. Does That Make Them Killers?” The 
New York Times, May 25, 2018. 
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changed from one of community notice to sensationalized police blotter to the medicalized and 

action-oriented discourse of obituaries today. 

In this paper, I have argued that naming overdose and addiction as the cause of death in a 

family-written obituary is indeed new and that its emergence was made possible by shifts in the 

political economy of obituary production and circulation. In giving detailed descriptions of the lives 

of those who have died by overdose, they are narrating, in a sense, an epidemic, though one that is 

too often a reflection of perceived White victimhood in the public imagination. If online obituaries 

have created a platform for new conversations with fewer space constraints, they have also made a 

space in which certain people can speak more freely. As Alexandra Schwartz wrote of the AIDS 

memorial in New York City, the danger of memorializing is also that the passivity of memory may 

lend itself to a premature foreclosure of both the past, present, and future as memorials proliferate.119 

As with AIDS, the deaths marked and memorialized today are of a privileged few. Stigma can seem 

easier to root out when attached to those with relative privilege elsewhere. It does so, however, at 

the expense of those living and dying in the margins of a crisis narrative that writes them out entirely. 

As the opioid overdose crisis continues, its growing textual body may serve a symbolic as well as 

cathartic purpose for some. Capitalizing on the full anti-stigmatizing potential of such a project will 

require a purposeful remembering of those whose silencing is yet undisturbed. 

 
 

  

 
119 Alexandra Schwartz, “New York’s Necessary New AIDS Memorial,” The New Yorker, December 8, 2016. 
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