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INTRODUCTION 
Today nea r ly  a l l  J a p a n e s e  people  hold Buddhist  funerals.  
T h e  J a p a n  Housewives Associa t ion (1981) r e p o r t s  t h a t ,  in a 
l imi ted survey,  t h e  p e r c e n t a g e  of persons  who held 
Buddhist  funera l s  w a s  93.8, and  t h a t  of those  holding 
Shinto  funera l s  only 3.9 p e r c e n t  ( see  Tab le  1). This big 
d i f f e r e n c e  c lea r ly  brings o u t  one  of t h e  key f e a t u r e s  of 
Buddhism in Japan.  

Table  1 
T y p e s  o f  f u n e r a l s  i n  J a p a n  

R e l i g i o u s  R i t u a l  Number  P e r c e n t  

B u d d h i s t  4 2 3  93.8 
S h i n t o  1 8  3.9 
C h r i s t i a n  6 1.3 
0  t h e r  2  0.4 
No a n s w e r  2 0.4 
T O T A L  4 5  1 99.8 

S o u r c e :  J a p a n  House w i v e s  A s s o c i a t i o n  (1981)  

T o  unders tand  J a p a n e s e  Buddhism and  th i s  f e a t u r e  in 
pa r t i cu la r ,  w e  must  t a k e  a c c o u n t  of i t s  s y n c r e t i c  c h a r a c -  
t e r ,  which is a product  of i t s  long and  var ied his tory  of 
accu l tu ra t ion .  

To r ev iew th i s  h is tory  very  quickly,  Buddhism, a f t e r  
or ig inat ing in India, made i t s  way  via China and  Korea  t o  

This paper was first presented a t  the 10th World Congress of the Interna- 
tional Sociological Association, 16-21 August 1982, held in Mexico. 
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Japan ,  w h e r e  i t  was  in t roduced in t h e  s ix th  c e n t u r y  A.D. 
The  original  forms of Indian Buddhism gradual ly  changed  a s  
t h e  religion was  t r ansmi t t ed  t o  surrounding regions  and 
combined wi th  a s p e c t s  of loca l  na t ive  religions. This 
phenomenon is c l e a r  bo th  in Ch ina  and in Korea .  

The  Buddhism t h a t  e n t e r e d  J a p a n  was,  accordingly ,  a 
blend of Buddhism and Chinese  and /o r  Korean  folk belief. 
In J a p a n  Buddhism was  f u r t h e r  accommodated t o  J a p a n e s e  
c u l t u r e  and became  m o r e  a deep-rooted a n c e s t r a l  c u l t  t r a -  
d i t ion t h a n  a religion in s e n s o  s t r i c tu . l  This is how 
J a p a n e s e  Buddhism acqu i red  i t s  s y n c r e t i c  c h a r a c t e r  wi th  
pa r t i cu la r  r e f e r e n c e  t o  Buddhist  r i t e s  f o r  t h e  dead ,  namely,  
t h e  funera l  and  subsequent  s e r i e s  of memorial  r i t e s .  These  
a r e  Buddhist  in t h e i r  r i tua l  s t y l e ,  bu t  involve in varying 
combinat ions  a r ich s y n c r e t i c  over l ay  of Indian thought ,  
Confucianism, Taoism, Ch inese  folk customs and  indigenous 
J a p a n e s e  bel iefs  and  pract ices .  S t ruc tu ra l ly ,  they  a r e  deep-  
ly roo ted  in t h e  indigenous a n c e s t r a l  c u l t  t radi t ion.  

Thus J a p a n e s e  Buddhism has  come t o  play an  impor tan t  
ro le  alongside Shintoism in both  people ' s  sp i r i tua l  and daily 
lives. In t h e  typical  J a p a n e s e  house  one may s e e  a domest ic  
Shinto  sh r ine  (kamidana) and  a household Buddhist  a l t a r  
(butsudan) s ide  by s ide ,  t h e  belief being t h a t  t h e  fo rmer  
will p r o t e c t  t h e  house and  t h e  l a t t e r  t h e  family. About  80 
p e r c e n t  of t h e  J a p a n e s e  a r e  marr ied  by Shinto  r i t e s ,  and 
more  than  90 percen t ,  a s  w e  h a v e  seen,  a r e  bur ied accord-  
ing t o  Buddhist  r i tes.  We may s a y  t h a t  Shinto 's  main ro le  is 
connec ted  t o  t h e  joyous s ide  of l i fe  while t h a t  of Buddhism 
is connec ted  t o  t h e  ser ious  side. 

Buddhist  r i t e s  fo r  t h e  d e a d  a r e  s o  p reva len t  in J a p a -  
nese  soc ie ty  t h a t  most J a p a n e s e  f e e l  t h a t  Buddhism is t h e  
only religion t o  tu rn  t o  fo r  such  ri tes.  Historically th is  
pe rcep t ion  is  a t t r i b u t a b l e  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  during t h e  Edo 

1. I have chosen t o  use  t h e  term "ancestor  cult"  ra ther  than "ancestor  
worship" in this  paper because,  a s  indicated by Reid (1981, p.9), t h e  
word "worship" of ten  has theological over tones  largely informed by t h e  
Judeo-Christian tradit ion.  
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pe r iod  ( 1 6 0 3 - 1 8 6 7 )  a l l  J a p a n e s e  w e r e  obl iged  t o  be long  t o  a 
s p e c i f i c  Buddhis t  t emple ,  a n d  e a c h  t e m p l e  t h e r e f o r e  had a 
n e t w o r k  of  suppor t ing  households ,  o r  a " t emple  s u p p o r t e r s '  
~ r ~ a n i z a t i o n . " ~  S ince  t h a t  t ime ,  n e a r l y  e v e r y  J a p a n e s e  
pe r son  h a s  b e e n  a f f i l i a t e d  w i t h  t h e  s a m e  t e m p l e  t o  which  
t h e  a n c e s t o r s  of his  o r  h e r  fami ly  (ie) h a v e  be longed  f rom 
g e n e r a t i o n  t o  gene ra t ion .  T h e  J a p a n e s e  f e e l  i t  n a t u r a l ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  n o t  only  t o  h a v e  f u n e r a l  a n d  memoria l  s e r v i c e s  
he ld  f o r  e a c h  d e a d  m e m b e r  of t h e  fami ly ,  b u t  a l so  t o  h a v e  
t h e  r i t e s  pe r fo rmed  by t h e  p r i e s t  of t h e  t e m p l e  t o  which  
one ' s  fami ly  h a s  long be longed.  

When a pe r son  d i e s  a f u n e r a l  a n d  a s e r i e s  of memoria l  
r i t e s  a r e  set in mot ion ,  cu lmina t ing  in t h e  o b s e r v a n c e  of a 
f i n a l  memoria l  s e r v i c e  he ld  m o s t  commonly  on t h e  t h i r t y -  
t h i r d  o r  f i f t i e t h  a n n i v e r s a r y  of t h e  d e a t h .  T h e  pu rpose  of 
t h e s e  r i t e s  is  t o  c h a n g e  t h e  s t a t u s  of t h e  d e c e a s e d  f r o m  
be ing  a n  uns t ab l e ,  d a n g e r o u s  a n d  pol lu t ing  s p i r i t  t o  be ing  a 
s t a b l e ,  p r o t e c t i v e  a n d  pu r i f i ed  a n c e s t r a l  sp i r i t .  In t h e  
c a r r y i n g  o u t  of fune ra l ,  bu r i a l  a n d  memor i a l  r i t e s  t h e r e  
a r e ,  t o  b e  su re ,  numerous  r eg iona l  va r i a t i ons ,  b u t  a l l  t h e s e  
v a r i a t i o n s  c a n  b e  d r a w n  t o g e t h e r  a s  exp res s ions  of a s ingle ,  
g e n e r a l  t y p e  of a t t i t u d e  a n d  be i ie f  found t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  
~ o u n t r y . ~  This  g e n e r a l i z e d  t y p e  of be l ie f  a n d  a t t i t u d e  is  

Until t h e  Meiji Res tora t ion  of 1868, Buddhism was t h e  d e  f a c t o  s t a t e  
religion and i t s  temples functioned in p a r t  a s  agenc ies  of t h e  s t a t e ,  
serving to  register  and control  every  household and i t s  members. After  
1868, when Buddhism ceased  t o  play this  role, t h e  law cal l ing for t h e  
temple supporters '  organizat ions was abroga ted ,  but  in i t s  place 
another  law was established t h a t  unti l  1945 required t h e  male head of 
every household t o  b e  responsible for t h e  a n c e s t r a l  t ab le t s ,  t h e  grave,  
e t c .  Since this  implied a continuing t i e  with a Buddhist temple, t h e  ne t  
e f f e c t  of t h e  Meiji period law was t o  p e r p e t u a t e  t h e  family temple 
link a s  a t radit ional  custom. 
The people of t h e  Amami and Okinawa islands, part ly because of their  
d i s tance  from t h e  main islands of Japan ,  and part ly because of t h e  
s e v e r e  policy s e t  for Buddhism by t h e  Satsuma feudal  authori ty,were 
not  required t o  obey t h e  law t h a t  compelled a l l  other  Japanese  house- 
holds, beginning in t h e  early seventeenth  cen tury ,  t o  establish t i es  
with a local  Buddhist temple. Accordingly, t h e y  did not develop temple 
supporters '  organizations. In r i tua l  perspective,  however, one can  
observe a basic and common ri tual  s t ruc ture .  S e e  Fujii 1977. 
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analyzed below. 

BUDDHIST FUNERAL AND MEMORIAL RITES 
Funerals. When a death occurs, the legally prescribed for- 
malities call for certain actions. First, a death certificate 
has to be issued. If  the death occurs in a hospital it is 
issued by a hospital doctor; i f  it occurs in a home by an 
attending doctor, or i f  in a traffic accident by a policeman 
or police medical authority. The completed form is given to 
the head of the deceased's family for immediate presenta- 
tion to the city or ward office, even i f  it is midnight, 
Sunday or an official holiday. This office then issues a 
permit for the disposal of the corpse, by interment or 
cremation, to be carried out no earlier than twenty-four 
hours after the certified time of death. 

Second, the body of the deceased is cleaned. This 
involves giving the deceased a symbolic last drop of water 
(shini-rnizu); bathing the corpse (yu-kan) from a vessel in 
which hot water has been added to cold (sakasa-rnizu, a 
reversal of normal practice); plugging all orifices, closing 
the eyes, clasping the hands and covering the face with a 
white cloth; dressing it in white as i f  for pilgrimage; laying 
it out head north (Eta-rnakura) and face west (a position 
tabooed in daily life); inverting a folding screen and plac- 
ing a bladed weapon near or on it; offering incense, 
flowers and candles; and sealing the domestic Shinto shrine 
with white paper in order to shield it from the pollution of 
death. 

Meanwhile, news of the death is spread quickly to 
those who need to be informed, especially the priest of the 
temple to which the family belongs. The priest requested to 
officiate chants a pillow-sutra (rnakura-gyd), makes the 
deceased a disciple of the Buddha, and in token of his or 
her membership in the san?gha provides the deceased with a 
posthumous Buddhist name written on two temporary white 
mortuary tablets. One of these is placed on the altar and 
the other is later taken to the tomb. 

After the sutra chanting and the name bestowal follows 
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the  r i t e  i n  wh ich  the corpse is placed i n  a c o f f i n  wh ich  has 
been incorporated i n t o  an a l t a r  prepared w i t h  a b lack-  
banded photograph o f  t he  deceased, fresh flowers, f r u i t  and 
o ther  paraphernalia. Then a wake is he ld w i t h  a l l  due 
solemnity. 

A t  the funera l  proper, he ld e i ther  in  t he  home or  a t  
the  temple, a l l  t he  mourners a re  inv i ted  t o  solemnly pay 
t he i r  l a s t  respects t o  t h e  deceased during the  sut ra chant-  
ing. Above a l l  representat ives o f  groups w i t h  whom the  
deceased was associated make of fer ings o f  incense and 
express t he i r  condolences i n  d i r ec t  address t o  the  al tar.  
The pr iest,  b r i e f l y  recount ing the  career  o f  the  deceased 
and entrust ing h im o r  her  t o  the hands o f  the  Buddha, 
o f f i c i a t es  a t  the  solemn r i t e  t o  guide the deceased t o  t he  
o ther  world. 

Then the  c o f f i n  i s  taken out o f  the  a l t a r  and i t s  l i d  
raised. A t  this po int  some t ime is set aside so t ha t  immedi- 
a t e  fami ly  members and close re la t ives can view the  body 
f o r  the  las t  t ime and t h e  deceased can be surrounded w i t h  
f lowers. The c o f f i n  i s  then nai led shut w i t h  t w o  symbolic 
blows del ivered by each member o f  the kinship group. The 
too l  employed is no t  a hammer bu t  a stone. I n  most cases, 
the  funera l  serv ice takes about one hour. 

A f te rwards  the  c o f f i n  i s  ca r r ied  by t he  re la t i ves  and 
fr iends t o  the  hearse, a t  which t ime the  successor o f  the  
deceased, bearing the  wh i t e  mortuary tab le t  i n  his o r  her  
hands as a symbolic expression o f  succession, addresses 
words o f  appreciat ion t o  a l l  t he  mourners. Then the  fami ly  
members, re la t i ves  and o ld  fr iends proceed i n  cars behind 
the  hearse t o  t he  crematorium. A t  t he  cremator ium the  
p r ies t  chants a sut ra as the  c o f f i n  and corpse a re  consumed 
by  the  flames. Cremat ion takes one t o  one-and-a-half 
hours. When i t  is f inished t h e  fami ly  members and re la t i ves  
then gather some o f  t he  ashes and put  them i n to  an urn. 

The custom is tha t  people go i n  twos t o  p ick  up a por-  
t i on  o f  the  ashes. The bones a re  handed d i rec t l y  f rom one 
set o f  chopst icks t o  another, th is  a c t  too being tabooed i n  
ord inary l i fe .  The u r n  i s  ord inar i ly  insta l led on the tem- 
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porary a l t a r  i n  f r on t  o f  the household Buddhist  a l ta r  f o r  
t h i r t y - f i ve  or for ty-n ine days, o r  enshrined i n  the  reposi- 
t o r y  o f  the  temple, u n t i l  it is i n t e r red  under the fami ly  
tombstone. 

The aim o f  the Buddhist funera l  r i te ,  i n  br ie f ,  is t o  
separate the  sp i r i t  o f  the  deceased f rom t h e  body, guiding 
the  former t o  the  other  Buddhist ideal world, and disposing 
o f  the  l a t t e r  by  in terment  o r  cremation. 

Memorial rites. A f t e r  this funera l  r i t e  memorial  services 
a re  held, ideal ly  on the  day o f  the death each week f o r  
seven weeks, t h e  last r i t e  be ing thus observed on the  
fo r ty -n in th  day a f t e r  t he  death. 

Some o f  these weekly r i t es  a re  now honored more i n  
t he i r  breach than i n  observance, bu t  the  f i r s t  (on the  
seventh day), t he  f i f t h  (on t he  t h i r t y - f i f t h  day), and t he  
seventh (on the fo r ty -n in th  day) a re  s t i l l  observed i n  many 
par ts  o f  Japan. The seventh and fo r ty -n in th  day memorial  
services, i n  part icular,  a re  thought t o  be supported by the 
be l ie f  t ha t  the  soul o f  the deceased wanders about the 
house or resides atop the  roo f  f o r  seven days or for ty-n ine 
days a f t e r  death. So f a r  as the  l i v i ng  a re  concerned t he  
per iod between cremat ion and the  fo r ty -n in th  day is the  
t ime when po l lu t ion  o f  death is thought t o  be a t  i t s  strong- 
est. Several obl igat ions and taboos belong t o  this period, 
such as wear ing somber clothes, abstaining f rom meat, 
shunning publ ic  entertainment,  and avoiding Shinto shrines 
and t he i r  festivals. These taboos and obl igat ions f a l l  most 
heavi ly  on the  fami ly  and relat ives, especial ly on t he  
spouse and successor o f  the  deceased. 

The fo r ty -n in th  day marks the end o f  mourning and the  
l i f t i n g  o f  pol lut ion. This is t he  day when messages o f  
appreciat ion a re  sent t o  those who at tended t he  wake 
and/or funeral, together  w i t h  a g i f t  i n  r e tu rn  f o r  "incense 
money" received. A t  this t ime t he  u r n  o f  ashes is buried 
under the tombstone; t he  temporary wh i te  mortuary tab lets  
a re  burned and a permanent b lack mortuary tab le t  is pre- 
pared and r i t ua l l y  instal led i n  the  household Buddhist al tar;  

4 4 J a p a n e s e  J o u r n a l  o f  Re l ig ious  S t u d i e s  1 0 / 1  1 9 8 3  



F u n e r a l s  a n d  D e a t h - r e l a t e d  B e h a v i o r  

a n d  t h e  spouse  and  s u c c e s s o r  may r e t u r n  t o  t h e i r  usual  
a c t i v i t i e s  a n d  occupa t ions .  

A f t e r  t h e  fo r ty -n in th  d a y  t h e  d e c e a s e d  i s  i n t e g r a t e d  
i n t o  t h e  r ea lm of a n c e s t r a l  sp i r i t s ,  bu t  t h e  s p i r i t  is s t i l l  a n  
uns t ab le ,  po l lu t ed  a n d  dange rous  be ing t h a t  n e e d s  t o  b e  
pu r i f i ed  a n d  p r o t e c t e d  by a f u r t h e r  s e r i e s  of memoria l  s e r -  
v ices .  T h e r e  remain  t h r e e  s e t s  of r i t e s  t o  b e  held a f t e r  t h e  
fo r ty -n in th  day. 

T h e  f i r s t  of t h e s e  is t h e  monthly  and  annua l  d e a t h d a y  
r i t e  (mehichi). I t  is  t r a d i t i o n a l  among J a p a n e s e  Buddhis ts  
t o  hold a s h o r t  s e r v i c e  in f r o n t  of t h e  household  Buddhis t  
a l t a r  e v e r y  morning a n d  even ing  b e f o r e  meals,  o f f e r i n g  
food,  i ncense ,  w a t e r ,  c a n d l e s  a n d  f r e s h  f lowers .  O n  d e a t h  
ann ive r sa r i e s ,  t h e s e  da i ly  r i t e s  involve,  in add i t ion ,  g roup  
r e p e t i t i o n  of a s u t r a  s e l ec t ion .  Unti l  1945 a l l  members  of 
t h e  fami ly  used t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  in t h e s e  s e r v i c e s  a n d  c h a n t  a 
po r t ion  of t h e  s c r i p t u r e ,  led  by t h e  family head.  B u t  nowa- 
days ,  un fo r tuna te ly ,  mos t  family members,  e spec ia l ly  of t h e  
younger  g e n e r a t i o n ,  pay  no  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e s e  services .  

T h e  p o s t w a r  re l ig ious  t e n d e n c y  is t h u s  t o  obse rve  
monthly  and  a n n u a l  d e a t h d a y  r i t e s  in a m o d e s t  w a y  f o r  a 
f e w  yea r s ,  a n d  t h e n  t o  d r o p  them. (In e a s t e r n  J a p a n  such  
r i t e s  a r e  o f t e n  held  w i t h o u t  a pr ies t ;  in w e s t e r n  J a p a n  t h e  
p r i e s t  o f t e n  con t inues  t h e  cus tom of v is i t ing  t h e  households  
c o n n e c t e d  w i t h  his  t emple  on t h e  d e a t h d a y  a n n i v e r s a r i e s  
and  l ead ing  t h e s e  monthly  and  annua l  r i tes.)  

T h e  s e c o n d  set of r i t e s  is t h e  ser ia l .  In g e n e r a l  t h e s e  
r i t e s  a r e  held on  a l l  o r  some  of t h e  following a n n i v e r s a r i e s  
of dea th :  t h e  hundred th  day ,  t h e n  t h e  f i r s t ,  t h i rd ,  s e v e n t h ,  
t h i r t e e n t h ,  s e v e n t e e n t h ,  twen ty - th i rd ,  twen ty - seven th  a n d  
th i r ty - th i rd  (or  f i f t i e t h )  ann ive r sa r i e s .  In many p a r t s  of  
J a p a n ,  e spec ia l ly  in t h e  JEdo  Shin denominat ion ,  a n  anni -  
ve r sa ry  r i t e  is held in t h e  twen ty - f i f th  y e a r  i n s t ead  of in 
t h e  twen ty - th i rd  a n d  t w e n t y - s e v e n t h  years.  T h e  s e r i a l  anni-  
ve r sa ry  r i t e s  a r e  gene ra l ly  held w i t h  some d e g r e e  of pomp 
and  splendor .  T h e  family inv i t e s  c l o s e  kin, i n t i m a t e  f r iends ,  
bus iness  a s s o c i a t e s  of t h e  d e c e a s e d ,  and  neighbors.  A f t e r  
t h e  p r i e s t ' s  c h a n t i n g  of t h e  s u t r a ,  a l l  of t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
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o f f e r  incense .  This  c o m p l e t e s  t h e  r i te .  T h e n  t h e  p a r t y  
ad jou rns  t o  a n e a r b y  r e s t a u r a n t  f o r  r e f r e shmen t s .  

T h e  th i rd  s e t  of r i t e s  is  ca l end r i ca l .  T h e s e  a r e  t h e  
r i t e s  he ld  a t  t h e  equ inoxes  (Higan) a n d  t h e  Bon fes t iva ls .  
T h e  Higan-e s e r v i c e  is held in a l l  Buddhis t  t e m p l e s  on  t h e  
sp r ing  a n d  f a l l  equinoxes .  M e m b e r s  of t h e  fami ly  a t t e n d  t h e  
Higan-e s e r v i c e  a n d  v is i t  and  c l e a n  t h e  t ombs tone ,  burn  
i n c e n s e  a n d  o f f e r  p raye r .  A b r i e f  s u t r a  is c h a n t e d  by t h e  
p r i e s t  a t  t h e  g raveya rd .  

Bon s e r v i c e s  t a k e  p l a c e  f o r  t h r e e  o r  fou r  d a y s  begin- 
ning J u l y  13, t hough  t h e  t ime  v a r i e s  a c c o r d i n g  t o  geograph-  
i ca l  reg ion .  This  is  a  t i m e  when  t h e  s p i r i t s  of t h e  d e c e a s e d  
a r e  be l i eved  t o  a l l  v is i t  t h e i r  homes. O n  t h e  even ing  of 
Bon, p e o p l e  go  t o  t h e  g r a v e y a r d  c a r r y i n g  l a n t e r n s  a n d  wel -  
c o m e  t h e  s p i r i t s  of t h e  d e c e a s e d .  In t h e  home,  t h e  house- 
hold Buddhis t  a l t a r  a n d  t h e  m o r t u a r y  t a b l e t s  a r e  d u s t e d  a n d  
polished.  A s p e c i a l  a l t a r  is set up, a n d  a l l  t h e  mor tua ry  
t a b l e t s  a r e  r emoved  f rom t h e  r e g u l a r  a l t a r  a n d  p l aced  on 
it, t o g e t h e r  w i t h  s p e c i a l  food of fer ings .  T h e  mor tua ry  
t a b l e t  of a  newly  d e c e a s e d  pe r son  is g iven  t h e  p l a c e  of 
honor  on t h e  f i r s t  Bon a f t e r  d e a t h .  Usually a p r i e s t  from 
t h e  fami ly  t e m p l e  ca l l s  t o  r e c i t e  a  s u t r a  in f r o n t  of t h i s  
s p e c i a l  Bon a l t a r ,  t h e n  g o e s  on,  v is i t ing  a l l  t h e  households  
a f f i l i a t e d  w i t h  his temple .  

In many p a r t s  of t h e  c o u n t r y  t h e  t h i r t y - th i rd  of f i f t i e t h  
a n n i v e r s a r y  of d e a t h  is  t h e  f i na l  indiv idual ized  o b s e r v a n c e  
f o r  t h e  deceased .  A f t e r  t h i s  s e rv i ce ,  t h e  individual  
m o r t u a r y  t a b l e t  ensh r ined  in t h e  household  Buddhis t  a l t a r  is  
e i t h e r  bu rned  o r  ensh r ined  in t h e  t emple  r epos i to ry ;  o n  th i s  
occas ion  a s t u p a  made  of a n  e v e r g r e e n  b ranch  is p l a n t e d  on  
t h e  g r a v e .  O n  Himejima island in O i t a  P r e f e c t u r e  t h e  tomb- 
s t o n e  of t h e  d e c e a s e d  is t u r n e d  ups ide  down  on t h e  f i f t i e t h  
ann ive r sa ry  of d e a t h .  

In a n d  th rough  t h e s e  va r ious  a c t i o n s  indiv idual  i d e n t i t y  
is  s a id  t o  d i s a p p e a r  a n d  t h e  d e c e a s e d  i s  i n c o r p o r a t e d  i n t o  
t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  body of a n c e s t o r s ,  be ing  r e b o r n  a s  a gua rd -  
ian  s p i r i t  o r  god. 
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CHANGES I N  RITES AND CUSTOMS 
Japanese funera l  and post-funeral  r i t es  and customs have 
been changed considerably since World War 11. Such 
changes can be seen f i r s t  i n  t he  disposal o f  the  dead. 

W i t h  the increase o f  urbanizat ion disposal o f  the  dead 
has rap id ly  sh i f ted  f r om in te rment  t o  cremation. Bo th  
means o f  disposal were legal ly  recognized and regulated i n  
the  modern per iod by the  "Bochi, maiso t o  n i  kansuru 
h6r i tsu"  ("Law governing graveyards, burials, etc.) o f  1884. 
In terment  is the older o f  the  two  methods. Cremat ion was 
in t roduced along w i t h  Buddhism during the Nara and Heian 
periods (710-794 and 794-1185) and al though variously 
accepted gradual ly spread f r om the  center  o f  the  nat ion t o  
the ou t l y ing  d is t r i c ts  and became the general  pract ice.  

In terment  entai ls many years t o  reduce the  corpse t o  a 
skeleton and then  t o  dust. Cremation, however, reduces the  
corpse t o  ashes i n  a very shor t  time. This m i t iga tes  fear  o f  
the pol lu t ion o f  death. F o r  this reason, Japan's acceptance 
o f  cremat ion i s  a f ac t  o f  revolut ionary importance i n  our 
funera l  history. I n  addi t ion t o  m i t iga t ing  fear  o f  pollution, 
cremat ion has cer ta in  p rac t i ca l  benefits: i t  makes it 
possible t o  i n t e r  the remains i n  less space; it prevents w i l d  
animals f rom damaging the remains, and it has no deleter-  
ious e f f e c t  on publ ic health. This las t  point, i n  connect ion 
w i t h  developing urbanization, hastened t he  adopt ion o f  cre-  
mation, f o r  i n  addi t ion t o  the  1884 law, wh ich  prohib i ted 
t he  establishment o f  new graveyards, a subsequent l aw  o f  
1897 requi red t ha t  t he  bodies o f  people who died o f  
epidemic diseases be disposed o f  by cremation. Together 
these laws had t he  e f f e c t  o f  promot ing the  const ruct ion o f  
crematoriums. 

Table 2 shows t ha t  the  propor t ion o f  bodies disposed o f  
by cremat ion throughout the nat ion has increased dramati-  
ca l l y  f rom 54 percent  i n  1950 t o  91.1 percent  i n  1980. 
Areas where cremat ion amounted t o  nearly 100 percent  i n  
1980 were  the c i t i e s  o f  Tokyo, Osaka, Nagoya and Fukuoka, 
and t h e  prefectures o f  Ishikawa, Toyama and Hokkaido. 

Adopt ion o f  cremat ion and the accompanying fear  o f  
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T a b l e  2 
C r e m a t i o n s  i n  J a p a n  

Y e a r  1 9 5 0  1 9 5 5  1 9 6 0  1 9 6 5  1 9 7 0  1 9 7 5  1 9 8 0  

P e r c e n t  54.0 57.4 63.1 71.8 79.2 85.7 91.1 

S o u r c e :  Min is t ry  of  H e a l t h  a n d  W e l f a r e  

pol lut ion from the body or spi r i t  o f  a deceased person is 
connected w i t h  another change in  the area o f  bel ie f  and 
custom. I n  ru ra l  d is t r ic ts  the t radi t ion is tha t  those to  be 
informed o f  a death are contacted by a pai r  o f  messengers 
who are not t o  look behind them as they carry out thei r  
task. The bel ief  is, o r  was, tha t  i f  a single person carr ied 
the message, o r  i f  ei ther or both o f  the two  messengers 
looked back, this would result  in  his or thei r  possession by 
the ghost of the deceased. Nowadays, this custom o f  using 
messengers is changing. 

As opposed t o  an earl ier t ime fo r  which data are lack- 
ing but when nearly a l l  parishioners doubtless fol lowed this 
custom, Table 3 shows that  58.3 percent o f  those parishion- 
ers belonging t o  the Shingon-Chizan denomination i n  1978 
who experienced a death in  the family informed thei r  
temple i n  the old way, whereas 39.6 communicated their 
message by telephone. Ut i l i za t ion  o f  this l a t t e r  form o f  
communication, fo l lowing demographic changes tha t  have 
separated family members and dispersed temple supporters, 
implies both a weakening o f  the old bel ief i n  possession as 
we l l  as a general avai labi l i ty o f   telephone^.^ 

S t i l l  another change connected w i th  urbanizat ion can 
be seen i n  the disappearance o f  the old custom o f  walking 
in  procession t o  the crematorium. Almost universally, only 

4. In 1979 there was one telephone for every 4.56 persons in Japan. In 
rural and metropolitan areas alike, nearly every home has its own tele- 
phone. 
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c l o s e  r e l a t i v e s  now g o  t o  t h e  c r ema to r ium.  O t h e r  mourne r s  
a t  t h e  f u n e r a l  s e r v i c e  a r e  dismissed w i t h  a word  of 
a p p r e c i a t i o n ,  a f t e r  wh ich  t h e  c l o s e  r e l a t i v e s  m a k e  t h e  t r i p  
by c a r - t h o u g h  t h e y  s t i l l  g o  by o n e  r o u t e  a n d  r e t u r n  by 
a n o t h e r .  

T a b l e  3 

I n f o r m i n g  t h e  t e m p l e  o f  a  d e a t h  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  

M e a n s  N u m b e r  P e r c e n t  

A p a i r  o f  messengers  2  8  58.3 

T e l e p h o n e  1 9  39.6 
F u n e r a l  d i r e c t o r  1 2.1 

T O T A L  4  8  100.0 

Source :  Sh ingon-C h i z a n  Miss ion  W o r k  C e n t e r  ( 1 9 7 8 )  

F u r t h e r ,  t h e  fune ra l  s e r v i c e ,  wh ich  w a s  o n c e  universa l -  
ly he ld  a t  home,  is now inc reas ing ly  c o n d u c t e d  a t  a  
Buddhis t  t e m p l e  hall  o r  e l s ewhere .  E v i d e n c e  of t h i s  c h a n g e  
is  p r e s e n t e d  in T a b l e s  4 a n d  5. T h e  main r ea son  f o r  t h i s  
c h a n g e  is t h a t  r e s i d e n c e s  bu i l t  r e c e n t l y  in u r b a n  a r e a s  a r e  
t o o  sma l l  t o  p e r m i t  t h e  holding of  a  funera l .  P e o p l e  t u rn ,  
t h e r e f o r e ,  t o  a Buddhis t  t emple ,  a n  u n d e r t a k e r ' s  f u n e r a l  
pa r lo r ,  o r  t o  t h e  ne ighborhood m e e t i n g  hall.  

I n t e r m e n t  cus toms  c o n t i n u e  l a rge ly  unchanged  d e s p i t e  
t h e  t e n d e n c y  t o  i n t e r  a s h e s  i n s t e a d  of  f lesh ly  remains.  As  

T a b l e  4 
S i t e s  o f  f u n e r a l  s e r v i c e s  

L o c a t i o n  N u m b e r  P e r c e n t  

Home 18  47.4 

Home and  t e m p l e  13  34.2 

T e  m p l e  7  18.4 

T O T A L  3  8  100.0 

Source:  Shingon-C h i z a n  Miss ion  W o r k  C e n t e r  (1978)  
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T a b l e  5  
S i t e s  o f  f u n e r a l  s e r v i c e s  

L o c a t i o n  N u  m b e r  P e r c e n t  

Hom e  3 2 1  
T e  m p le  7  4  
S h r i n e  2 
C h u r c h  8  
Neighborhood  Hall  1 4  
F u n e r a l  P a r l o r  2  0  
0 t h e r  3 
No A n s w e r  11 
T O T A L  4 5 3  

S o u r c e :  J a p a n  House w i v e s  A s s o c i a t i o n  (1981)  

Table 6 shows, 59 percent in te r  the ashes i n  the grave on 
the same day as the funeral. The social funct ion o f  
interment, however, has clearly changed. Interment on the 
day o f  the funeral implies a shortening o f  time, a 
quickening o f  the action, and as such an adjustment t o  the 
needs o f  busy, widely scattered people who can gather fo r  
the funeral but  cannot remain long. 

T a b l e  6 
I n t e r m e n t  t i m i n g  

Day Number  

F u n e r a l  d a y  
S e v e n t h  d a y  
F o r t y - n i n t h  d a y  
0 t h e r  
T O T A L  

P e r c e n t  

59.0 
12.8 
2  3.1 

5.1 
100.0 

S o u r c e :  Shingon-C h i z a n  Mission Work C e n t e r  ( 1 9 7 8 )  

This and the  other examples involving a shortening o f  
t ime indicate a diminution o f  death related pollution. Table 
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7 shows t ha t  the  percentage o f  people who hold seventh- 
day r i t es  on the  day o f  or the  day a f t e r  the  funera l  is 
near ly  the  same as t ha t  o f  those who observe these r i tes  
on the customary seventh day. Again, Table 8 indicates 
t ha t  whereas ha l f  the respondents held t h e  r i t es  mark ing 
the  end o f  mourning on the customary fo r ty -n in th  day, 
near ly  as many held them on a d i f f e ren t  day, 20 percent  o f  
the  t o t a l  doing so on the  day o f  the funeral. 

I n  many r u r a l  areas i t  has become customary t o  set up 
seven smal l  stupas on the  gravesite and t o  break one stupa 
every seventh day, the  mourning period being completed 
when the  last  stupa is broken. This custom, however, is 
becoming increasingly meaningless. Now a l l  seven a re  l e f t  
i n t a c t  u n t i l  the  fo r ty -n in th  day. The custom has completely 

T a b l e  7 
D a y s  o n  w h i c h  l l S e v e n t h - d a y  r i t e s "  a r e  o b s e r v e d  

D  a  Y N u m b e r  P e r c e n t  

F u n e r a l  d a y  1 4  34.2 
D a y  a f t e r  f u n e r a l  6 14.6 
S e v e n t h  d a y  a f t e r  2  1 51.2 
T O T A L  4  1 100 .0  

S o u r c e :  S h i n g o n - C h i z a n  M i s s i o n  W o r k  C e n t e r  ( 1 9 7 8 )  

T a b l e  8 
D a y s  f o r  r i t e s  m a r k i n g  t h e  e n d  o f  m o u r n i n g  

D a y  N u m b e r  P e r c e n t  

F u n e r a l  d a y  
F i f t h  d a y  
T h i r t y - f i f t h  d a y  
F o r t y - n i n t h  d a y  
H u n d e r d t h  d a y  
T O T A L  

S o u r c e :  S h i n g o n - C  h i z a n  M i s s i o n  W o r k  C e n t e r  ( 1 9 7 8 )  
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Tab le  9 
S t o r a g e  o f  a s h e s  i n  a  B u d d h i s t  t e m p l e  

Y e a r  

1 9 4 5  
1 9 4 6  
1 9 4 7  
1 9 4 8  
1 9 4 9  
1 9 5 0  
1 9 5 1  
1 9 5 2  
1 9  5  3  
1 9 5 4  
1 9 5 5  
1 9 5 6  
1 9 5 7  
1 9 5 8  
1 9 5 9  
1 9 6 0  
1 9 6 1  
1 9 6 2  
1 9 6 3  
1 9 6 4  
1 9 6 5  
1 9 6 6  
1 9 6 7  
1 9 6 8  
1 9 6 9  

R  e q u e s t s  

7  
1 5  
11 
1 8  
1 4  
3 4  
4  5 
2  7  
1 8  
1 2  
2  0  

9  
11 

6  
1 3  
1 8  
1 3  

1 3  
1 7  
1 3  
1 3  
2  3  
2  1 
3 5  
2  3  

T O T A L  4  4  9  

R  e  m a i n i n  g *  

2 
5  
3 
4  
3 

4  
1 2  

5  
7 
3 
2  
1 
9  
4  
5  
6  
4  
5  
9  
3 
7  
9  
9  

1 7  
1 8  

1 5 6  

N o t e :  R e f e r s  t o  a s h e s  r e m a i n i n g  a s  o f  1969 .  
S o u r c e :  F u j i i  1970 ,  p. 8 4  

disappeared f r om metropol i tan areas. This, too, can be 
thought  of as a "shortening" o f  rituals. The more abbreviat-  
ed r i tua ls  become the  more vague t he  sense o f  pol lut ion, 
and it appears t ha t  abbreviat ion o f  r i t u a l  tends t o  increase 
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w i t h  urban residence. I n  c i t ies such as Tokyo or Yokohama, 
the religiously f loat ing population (the number o f  people 
who have no temple a f f i l ia t ion  and no grave fo r  thei r  dead) 
is on the increase. Even when a grave is needed, some 
postpone obtaining one fo r  years, requesting a nearby 
temple t o  store the u rn  o f  ashes u n t i l  an appropriate t ime 
(see Table 9). This tendency too may lead to, and/or result 
from, a weakening sense o f  the pol lut ion o f  death. 

ANALYSIS 
Two keys may be proposed by which t o  understand this 
phenomenon o f  abbreviated pol lut ion and taboo-related 
customs as we l l  as funeral and memorial service rites. One 
is the dynamics of the religiously f loat ing population, the 
other the development o f  the funeral business. 

The rel igiously f loat ing population has come in to  being 
as a product o f  widespread shif ts o f  population from the 
l inear t o  the nuclear family. According t o  national census 
data, the proport ion o f  nuclear families (60 percent in  
1960) increased only f i ve  percent between 1920 and 1960, 
but  between 1960 and 1965 i t  increased f rom 60 t o  70.4 
percent. This remarkable change was accompanied by a 
decrease i n  the number o f  children. I n  1965 the average 
number of family members fe l l  below 4.0 and has continued 
t o  decline ever since (see Table 10). 

T a b l e  1 0  
A v e r a g e  n u m b e r  o f  f a m i l y  m e m b e r s  

Y e a r  1 9 5 5  1 9 6 0  1 9 6 5  1 9 7 0  1 9 7 5  1 9 8 0  

A v e r a g e  4 . 6 8  4 . 1 3  3 . 7 5  3 . 4 5  3 . 3 5  3 . 2 8  

S o u r c e :  S t a t i s t i c a l  B u l l e t i n ,  M i n i s t r y  o f  H e a l t h  a n d  W e l f a r e  

Structurally, this change in  family organization signi- 
f ies a sh i f t  from a ver t i ca l  relationship between a main 
house and i t s  branches to  a horizontal relationship between 
autonomous houses. I n  terms o f  parent-chi ldren relat ion- 
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ships the  sh i f t  is f rom one based on duty  t o  one based on 
emot ional  dependence. As social  values or iented t o  the  
group change t o  social  values or iented t o  the  individual, 
there  is a weakening o f  the  fee l ing t ha t  it is essential t o  
car ry  on the  fami ly  name and business even i f  one must 
adopt a ch i ld  t o  do so. This i s  borne out  b y  surveys con- 
ducted every f i v e  years since 1953 by t h e  I ns t i t u t e  o f  
S ta t i s t i ca l  Mathematics. One question posed i n  these sur- 
veys was: " I f  you were childless, do you th ink  you would 
fee l  it necessary t o  adopt a ch i ld  i n  order  t o  perpetuate 
t he  fami ly  l ine, even i f  the  ch i ld  was not  re la ted  t o  you by 
blood? Or, conversely do you th ink  t he  m a t t e r  is unimpor- 
tant?"  I n  1953 some 73 percent  o f  the  respondents ind icat -  
ed t ha t  they "would adopt," bu t  b y  1973 people o f  this 
opinion had decl ined by half, whereas those who "would no t  
adopt" increased f rom 1 6  percent  i n  1953 t o  4 1  percent  i n  
1973 (see Table 11). 

T a b l e  11 
A d o p t i o n  t o  p e r p e t u a t e  f a m i l y  L i n e  ( p e r c e n t a g e )  

R e s p o n s e  1 9 5 3  1 9 5 8  1 9 6 3  1 9 6 8  1 9 7 3  

A d o p t  7  3  6 3  5 1 4 3  3  6 
N o t  a d o p t  1 6  2 1 3 2  4 1 4 1 
W o u l d  d e p e n d  7  8  1 2  9  1 7  
0  t h e r  1 1 1 2  1 
D o n ' t  k n o w  3 7  4 5 5  
T O T A L  1 0  0  1 0 0  1 0 0  1 0 0  1 0 0  

S o u r c e :  I n s t i t u t e  o f  S t a t i s t i c a l  M  a t h e m  a t i c s  ( 1 9 7 5 )  

These various changes have come w i t h  t he  s torm o f  
urbanizat ion and indust r ia l izat ion t ha t  arose w i t h  the  Japa- 
nese economic recovery fo l low ing  t he  Korean  Inc ident  i n  
1950. Modern izat ion o f  the  indust r ia l  s t ruc tu re  made i t  
possible f o r  industry, located i n  the cit ies, t o  absorb great  
numbers o f  workers f rom ru ra l  areas. I n  1946-47 t he  ru ra l  
t o  urban populat ion r a t i o  was 7 t o  3. By 1961 th is  r a t i o  
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had reversed. The preponderance o f  once-rural urban 
dwellers impl ied the  emergence o f  a large religiously f loat-  
ing population. This phenomenon in  tu rn  was d i rect ly  
re lated t o  the post-1961 mushrooming o f  new religions, 
some o f  which grew t o  become gigantic organizations that 
absorbed much o f  the religiously f loat ing population. 

One o f  the characterist ics o f  this religiously f loat ing 
population is tha t  i t  has no links w i t h  any temple support- 
ers' organization. When a family member dies, therefore, 
people belonging t o  this classif icat ion have no way of deal- 
ing w i t h  the situation. They are not in touch w i th  a priest 
they can ca l l  on t o  off ic iate, and they do not  know the 
mortuary customs handed down f rom generation t o  genera- 
t ion  i n  the t radi t ional  family structure, supported as it was 
by the temple supporters' organization. An investigation I 
conducted i n  1970 showed that  o f  1,064 households fo r  
which funerals were held i n  one Buddhist temple i n  Yoko- 
hama between January 1949 and July 1969, 964 (90.6 
percent) contacted the temple because it had been recom- 
mended t o  them by people from whom they sought advice 
(see Table 12). O f  the 964 sources of advice, moreover, 710 
were relat ives or acquaintances. Those who contacted the 
temple on thei r  own in i t ia t i ve  (5.9 percent) and those who 

T a b l e  1 2  
M o t i v a t i o n  f o r  c o n t a c t i n g  a  Y o k o h a m a  t e m p l e  

M o t i v a t i o n  

0  w n  i n i t i a t i v e  
A d v i c e  f r o m  o t h e r s  

A c q u a i n t a n c e s  
F u n e r a l  d i r e c t o r s ,  c e m e t a r y  
t e a h o u s e s ,  s t o n e c u t t e r s  
R e l a t i v e s  

U n k n o w n  
T O T A L  

S o u r c e :  F u j i i  1 9 7 0 ,  p. 7 3  

N u m b e r  P e r c e n t  

J a p a n e s e  J o u r n a l  o f  R e l i g i o u s  S t u d i e s  1 0 / 1  1 9 8 3  



F U J I 1  M a s a o  

d id  so on the advice o f  re la t ives o r  acquaintances (66.7 
percent) amount, therefore, t o  72.6 percent  o f  the  total .  
As f o r  t he  remaining 254 known sources o f  advice, the  
ma jo r i t y  is made up o f  funera l  directors. 

The funera l  industry, it may be suggested, f inds much 
o f  i t s  support  i n  the  rel igiously f loa t ing  population. Among 
inst i tu t ions requested t o  conduct funerals i n  1981, under- 
tak ing  establishments accounted f o r  45.9 percent, and t he  
mutual  a i d  association ( t o  be taken up below) f o r  28.2 per-  
cent, f o r  a t o t a l  o f  74.1 percent.  This f igu re  contrasts  
sharply w i t h  tha t  f o r  the  combined t o t a l  o f  7.4 percent  f o r  
Buddhist temples, Shinto shrines and Chr is t ian  churches 
(see Table 13). 

T a b l e  1 3  
I n s t i t u t i o n s  r e q u e s t e d  t o  c o n d u c t  f u n e r a l s  i n  1 9 8 1  

I n s t i t u t i o n  N u m b e r  P e r c e n t  

U n d e r t a k i n g  e s t a b l i s h  rn e n t s  
M u t u a l  a i d  a s s o c i a t i o n  
T e m p l e s ,  s h r i n e s ,  c h u r c h e s  
N e i g h b o r h o o d  g r o u p s  
M u n i c i p a l i t i e s  
A g r i c u l t u r a l  c o o p e r a t i v e s  
L a b o r  u n i o n s  
0 t h e m  
No a n s w e r  
T O T A L  

S o u r c e :  J a p a n  H o u s e w i v e s  A s s o c i a t i o n  ( 1 9 8 1 )  

Pr io r  t o  World War I1 when a person died i n  a r u ra l  
area i t  was taken f o r  granted t h a t  the fami ly  would ask a 
carpenter  t o  make a c o f f i n  and t ha t  members o f  the  com- 
muni ty  would p i t ch  i n  t o  per fo rm various tasks such as 
preparing and serving food, digging the  grave, etc. The 
pr iest  funct ioned as the  funera l  director,  and the funera l  
i t se l f  was largely  a community af fa i r .  Today, however, the  
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funera l  is private.  The  roles  of pr ies t  and funeral  d i rec to r  
have  diverged. As Table 1 4  shows, only 9.3 p e r c e n t  of t h e  
respondents  t o  a 1978 survey denied any role  f o r  t h e  
funera l  d i rector .  Par t icular ly  important  is t h e  f a c t  tha t  
roles  now general ly  recognized a s  t h e  prerogat ive  of t h e  
funera l  d i r e c t o r  a r e  those  once  performed by t h e  
community. In addition t o  s e t t i n g  up and decora t ing  t h e  
a l t a r ,  ar ranging t h e  funeral  program and assuming responsi- 
bility for  food and  drink f o r  t h e  mourners,  t h e  funeral  
d i r e c t o r  a lso  handles such m a t t e r s  a s  providing t h e  d e a t h  
c e r t i f i c a t e  and scheduling t h e  cremat ion,  washing t h e  
corpse  and laying it out  in t h e  coff in ,  e t c .  

T a b l e  1 4  
R o l e s  r e c o g n i z e d  f o r  f u n e r a l  d i r e c t o r  

R o l e  N u m b e r  P e r c e n t  

S e t t i n g  u p ,  d e c o r a t i n g  a l t a r  2 7  6 2 . 8  
P r o g r a m  m i n g  f u n e r a l  5 1 1 . 6  
A r r a n g i n g  f o r  r e f r e s h m e n t s  5 1 1 . 6  

0  t h e r  2  4.7 
N o n e  4 9 .3  

T O T A L  4 3 1 0 0 . 0  

S o u r c e :  S h i n g o n - C  h i z a n  M i s s i o n  W o r k  C e n t e r  ( 1 9 7 8 )  

A re la ted  change is t o  be  seen  in t h e  pe rcen tage  of 
people who die  in hospitals. In 1947 only 9.2 pe rcen t  of t h e  
d e a t h s  in Japan  occurred in hospitals; by 1975 this  f igure  
had increased t o  46.7 percent .  In small and medium-sized 
urban a r e a s  t h e  1975 f igure  was  51.1 percent .  In major 
urban a r e a s  such a s  Tokyo it was  over  70 percent .  

Today people encounte r  b i r th  and dea th  in t h e  hospital  
r a t h e r  than  in a family or  community con tex t .  When some- 
one  dies  t h e  survivors view only t h e  f a c e  of t h e  corpse  
through a small  window in t h e  coff in  lid and  do n o t  wash 
and dress  t h e  body in t h e  t radi t ional  way. This is t h e  s i tua-  
tion t h a t  informs t h e  modern funeral.  As t h e  roles  of t h e  
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funeral director have increased, those of the priest have 
decreased. The priest now merely officiates a t  the funeral 
ceremony. People still taboo the word for death, but their 
relegation of what were once family and community respon- 
sibilities to the hos~i ta l  and funeral director. not to 
mention their expectation that the priest will do' no more 
than perform the proper ritual, means that they are losing 
touch with the mystery of life and death to which the 
taboo once pointed. 

With regard to the funeral industry, particularly 
important is the growth of what I referred to above as the 
"mutual aid association" and which now may be identified 
by its f u l l  name: the All-Japan Mutual Aid Association for 
Weddings and Funerals. This association started in a small 
way in-the city of Yokosuka in August 1948. Born during 
the immediate postwar years when people were hard put to 
earn enough to live on, it began as a means whereby funer- 
al and wedding directors could sell their services to people 
who paid membership fees and were thereby entitled to 
draw on the pool of funds to lighten their expense burdens 
for the two most expensive rites, weddings and funerals. In 
1971 it applied for recognition as a company to which 
people could subscribe on a nationwide basis under its pres- 
ent name. In October 1973 a meeting was held of the six 
member establishments of the national association. The 
number of member establishments increased dramatically in 
1974 and 1975. During this two year period alone, over half 
of the present total of three hundred fifty-four establish- 
ments joined the national association (see Table 15). 

So far as funerals (as opposed to weddings) are con- 
cerned, it is to be noted that only funeral directors join 
the national association. The funeral directors are general- 
l y  proprietors of shops selling Buddhist altar fittings, 
flowers or photos, or of shops that rent formal wear or do 
catering. Ordinary people merely subscribe and contract for 
installment-plan payments in anticipation of weddings and 
funerals. As of 31 March 1981 (see Table 16) the three 
hundred fifty-four member establishments had on their 
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Year 

1973 
1973 
1974 
1974 
1975 
1975 
1976 
1976 
1977 
1977 
1978 
1978 
1979 
1979 
1980 
1980 
1981 

Table 16  
Contracts and advance payments o f  All-Japan Mutua l  
A id  Association f o r  Weddings and Funerals, 1973-1981 

Date Contracts 

31 Mar  4,267,000 
30 Sep 4,621,000 
31 M a r  4,995,000 
30 Sep 5,455,000 
31 Mar 5,984,000 
30 Sep 6,571,000 
31  Mar  7,170,000 
30 Sep 7,815,000 
31  Mar  8,173,000 
30 Sep 8,841,000 
31 Mar  9,216,000 
30 Sep 9,888,000 
31 Mar 10,334,000 
30 Sep 10,991,000 
31 Mar  11,497,000 
30 Sep 12,136,709 
31 Mar 11,870,000 

Change 

-- 
+8.3% 
t8.1 
+9.2 
+9.7 
+9.8 
+9.1 
+9.0 
t4.6 
+8.2 
+4.2 
+7.3 
+4.5 
+6.4 
+4.6 
+5.6 
-2.2 

Advance payment 

24,325,645,000 
30,731,582,000 
34,491,883,000 
40,412,216,000 
47,466,280,000 
58,543,293,000 
72,456,522,000 
85,382,454,000 

102,190,572,000 
122,294,779,000 
143,283,605,000 
167,234,367,000 
191,941,877,000 
218,790,613,000 
246,201,926,000 
276,969,480,000 
307,800,000,000 

Change 

-- 
t26.3% 
t12.2 
t17.2 
t17.5 
t23.3 
t23.8 
t17.8 
t19.7 
t19.7 
t17.2 
+16.7 
+14.8 
t14.0 
+12.5 
+12.5 
t11.1 

Source: Data adapted from figures provided by All-Japan Mutua l  A id  
Association f o r  Weddings and Funerals 

Notes: 1. "Advance payments" represents net accumulation a f t e r  
cancellations. 

2. Data was modified i n  1981. 

books 11,870,000 con t rac ts  f o r  such payments, and the  
t o t a l  o f  advance payments received amounted t o  
307,800,000,000 yen (approximately $1,338,261,000 calcu- 
la ted  a t  Y230 t o  US $1). I f  one assumes, conservat ively,  
t ha t  each fami ly  in  Japan has subscribed f o r  two  "shares," 
th is  leads t o  the  in ference t ha t  six m i l l i on  (one o f  six) 
famil ies have subscribed t o  the  association. This in ference 
f inds a degree o f  support in research da ta  published by the  
Japan Housewives Associat ion (1981) t o  the  e f f e c t  t ha t  
28.5 percent  o f  the i r  members par t i c ipa te  in  one o r  more 
associations. 

Some 3,500-3,600 funera l  re la ted  establishments, 
including r e f e r r a l  agencies, a re  l is ted i n  Japanese tele- 
phone director ies. O f  th is  number, one w e l l  known body is 
comprised o f  people whose famil ies have been i n  the  under- 
tak ing business fo r  several  generations. I n  1955 these 
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funera l  d i r e c t o r s  organized t h e  All-Japan Funera l  Directors  
Cooperat ive .  As of March 1981, th is  coopera t ive  claimed a 
membership of thirty-nine coopera t ive  associa t ions  made up 
of some 1,300 establishments.  

The format ion of coopera t ives  in t h e  funeral  industry 
has  e x e r t e d  considerable  inf luence on t radi t ional  J a p a n e s e  
customs. One  such inf luence is t h e  s tandardizat ion of a l t a r s  
and funera l  wear .  If th is  s tandardizat ion is linked t o  t h e  
tendency t o  r e d u c e  t h e  pr ies t  t o  a limited r i tual  role,  i t  
becomes c l e a r  t h a t  denominationally spec i f i c  symbols and 
p r a c t i c e s  a r e  giving way before  a genera l  wave  of 
homogenization. 

CONCLUSION 
T h e  emphasis t h e  J a p a n e s e  people now p lace  on recen t ly  
deceased  kin a s  opposed t o  remote  ances to r s  is connec ted  
with  a tendency t o  hold a n  e l a b o r a t e  funeral  and abbrevi- 
a t e  t h e  subsequent  se r i es  of memorial r i tes .  This tendency,  
in turn ,  is t ied up with  longer l i f e  spans. According t o  t h e  
Ministry of Heal th  and Welfare,  in 1980 t h e  a v e r a g e  l i f e  
expec tancy  fo r  J a p a n e s e  men was 73.32 y e a r s  and fo r  
women 78.83 years. In 1955  these  f igures  w e r e  63.60 and 
67.75 respect ively .  This in tu rn  inc reases  t h e  income earn-  
ing y e a r s  of t h e  heirs  and makes  i t  possible fo r  them t o  
honor t h e  deceased  with  an e l a b o r a t e  cost ly  funeral .  

In a n  ea r l i e r  paper  (Fujii 1970) I analyzed t h e  dynamics 
involved in t h e  renewal  of a temple  supporters '  organiza-  
t ion t h a t  served t o  link a religiously f loat ing population 
and a pa r t i cu la r  temple w h e r e  funeral  r i t e s  w e r e  performed 
in cooperat ion wi th  a funera l  d i rector .  In th is  c a s e  t h e  
temple  formed t i e s  wi th  only one generat ion,  people of 
fixed abode. The  t ies ,  the re fo re ,  w e r e  n o t  necessarily 
heredi tary .  It is a t  l eas t  possible t h a t  t h e  persons who 
chose  t o  form t i e s  wi th  th is  temple  did s o  because  they  
held in memory a c l e a r  image of the i r  deceased  p a r e n t s  and  
g randparen t s  and wished par t icular ly  t o  pay r e s p e c t s  t o  
them. 

To be  considered by way of conclusion, however,  is t h e  
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ques t ion  of t h e  r e a s o n s  f o r  t h e  su rv iva l  of memor i a l  r i t e s  
d e s p i t e  t h e  soc i a l  c h a n g e s  t h a t  s eem t o  j e o p a r d i z e  them.  

O n e  r e a s o n  f o r  t h e i r  su rv iva l  is  t h e  con t inu ing  be l ie f  in 
t h e  s p i r i t s  of t h e  dead .  T h e  n e w s p a p e r  Asahi Shinbun 
publ ished  on 5 M a y  1 9 8 1  t h e  r e s u l t s  of a  s u r v e y  t h a t  
i nc lude  r e f e r e n c e  t o  t h i s  m a t t e r .  T o  t h e  q u e s t i o n  "Do you 
th ink  t h a t  people ' s  s p i r i t s  c o n t i n u e  t o  e x i s t  a f t e r  d e a t h ,  60 
p e r c e n t  of t h e  r e s p o n d e n t s  a n s w e r e d  in t h e  a f f i r m a t i v e ,  3 0  
p e r c e n t  in t h e  n e g a t i v e ,  a n d  t h e  r e s t  g a v e  n o  answer .  Of 
t h e  be l ie f  a f f i rming  6 0  p e r c e n t ,  3 4  p e r c e n t  i den t i f i ed  
t h e m s e l v e s  a s  hav ing  no  re l ig ious  a f f i l i a t i on ,  25  p e r c e n t  a s  
hav ing  a re l ig ious  a f f i l i a t i on ,  a n d  1 p e r c e n t  a s  "other." I t  
a p p e a r s ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  t h a t  be l ie f  in some  kind  of sp i r i t  
e x i s t e n c e  a f t e r  d e a t h  is m a i n t a i n e d  by many J a p a n e s e  
peop le ,  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t  t h e y  h a v e  t i e s  w i t h  a re l ig ious  
o rgan iza t ion .  T h e  p e r s i s t e n c e  of t h i s  be l ie f  is doub t l e s s  o n e  
r e a s o n  f o r  t h e  c o n t i n u a t i o n  of memoria l  r i t e s .  

A n o t h e r  r e a s o n  f o r  t h e i r  su rv iva l  is t h e  con t inu ing  
c u s t o m  of g iv ing  " incense  money" ( a  c o n d o l e n c e  g i f t )  a s  a  
t r a d i t i o n a l  fo rm of mu tua l  aid. In some  c a s e s  t h e s e  g i f t s  
a r e  s t i p u l a t e d  by ord inance .  Accord ing  t o  t h e  r egu la t ions  
of t h e  Nat ional  P e r s o n n e l  A u t h o r i t y ,  when  a c iv i l  s e r v a n t  
d ies ,  i n c e n s e  money  in t h e  a m o u n t  of t w o  mon ths '  s a l a r y  is 
pa id  t o  t h e  heirs .  In add i t i on ,  e a c h  person w h o  a t t e n d s  a 
w a k e  o r  f u n e r a l  g e n e r a l l y  o f f e r s  a  g i f t  of i n c e n s e  money.  
(Smal ler  g i f t s ,  unde r  a d i f f e r e n t  name ,  a r e  o f f e r e d  on  t h e  
o c c a s i o n  of e a c h  memoria l  serv ice . )  Consequen t ly ,  when  a 
f u n e r a l  d i r e c t o r  a c c e p t s  a  r e q u e s t  t o  a r r a n g e  a fune ra l ,  h e  
is  gene ra l ly  t h o u g h t  t o  s c a l e  h is  c h a r g e  t o  a n  e s t i m a t e  
r e l a t i n g  t o  t h e  t o t a l  amoun t  of i ncense  money t h a t  c a n  be  
e x p e c t e d .  

In 1 9 8 1  t h e  J a p a n  Housewives  a s soc i a t i on  published t h e  
r e s u l t s  of i t s  r e s e a r c h  i n t o  peop le ' s  a t t i t u d e s  t o w a r d  fune r -  
a l s  a n d  t h e i r  cos t s .  P e o p l e  w h o  t h o u g h t  t h e s e  c o s t s  
" app rop r i a t e "  a m o u n t e d  t o  25.4 p e r c e n t ,  wh i l e  72.6 p e r c e n t  
found t h e m  e x t r a v a g a n t "  o r  "wasteful ."  T h e  l a t t e r  group 
o b j e c t e d  in p a r t i c u l a r  t o  t h e  c o s t  of f l o r a l  t r i b u t e s  (19.1 
pe rcen t ) ,  a l t a r  p a r a p h e r n a l i a  (18  pe rcen t ) ,  c a t e r e d  food  a n d  
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drink for condolence offering neighbors and visitors (14.9 
percent) and gifts sent in return for incense money 
received (17.2 percent). The custom of sending a return 
gift to those who present incense money is thought burden- 
some by many. Only 3.4 percent thought it "a good cus- 
tom"; 44.4 percent took the passive view that nothing can 
be done about it because it is so widespread, and 43.2 
percent thought it should be abolished. In practice, how- 
ever, 93.4 percent of those surveyed indicated that they 
too "sent return gifts." For the majority, therefore, there 
is a gap between attitude and behavior, between what they 
think about this custom and what they do about it. The 
tendency is to subordinate private ideas to group expecta- 
tions. So long as this attitude prevails, the customs 
associated with funerals and memorial rites can be expect- 
ed to  continue. 
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