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Changes in Folk Customes in “Fuzokushi” : Recorded Life Rituals in the Meiji and Taisho Periods
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Changes in Folk Customes in “Fuzokushi” : Recorded Life Rituals in the Meiji
and Taisho Periods

SEKIZAWA Mayumi

This paper investigates customs associated with marriage, pregnancy and childbirth, and funerals recorded
during the period of the Chiho-Kairyo Undo (Local Improvement Movement) spanning the end of the Meiji
period and the beginning of the Taisho period. The records are contained in a survey of folk customs called
“Shikama-gun Fuzoku Chosa” conducted by the educational association of Shikama County in Hyogo Prefecture,
and in a collection of written records on folk customs titled “Nara-ken Fuzokushi” compiled by the Nara
Prefecture educational association.

The paper first discusses the huge difference in motivation and attitudes towards folk customs represented in
the two surveys. While the Shikama County educational association attempts to unilaterally “renew and improve”
old practices, the Nara Prefecture educational association states, “Our aim is to investigate customs that have
been passed down unchanged, customs that have changed, and customs that have been introduced from the
West.”

Second, the paper describes both old and modified customs and practices associated with marriage,
pregnancy and childbirth, and funerals that existed in 1915 in villages in Nara Prefecture as recorded in the “Nara-
ken Fuzokushi.” Several features of interest emerge from this examination. Differences in marriage practices
(betrothal gifts, “yome-iri,” and perceptions regarding free marriage) were apparent between the upper, middle
and lower classes. With respect to old and modified practices associated with pregnancy and childbirth, even
though modernization had seen a shift toward medical treatment and sanitation at the time, other issues remained
resistant to change, such as those associated with the belief that mothers were defiled by childbirth for a brief
period after birth. A study of funeral customs showed that they had remained largely unchanged compared with
customs surrounding marriage and childbirth. However, one significant change was that those attending funerals
no longer followed the custom of lavish drinking and eating. The movements for renewal and improvement at
that time had four main purposes. They were to effect a change from 1) unrestrained behavior to propriety; 2)
pretentious extravagance to frugality ; 3) superstition to sanitation; and 4) celebration to mourning. Accordingly,
lavish drinking and eating at funerals were considered to infringe upon 1), 2) and 4) above. Also, as was the case
with issues associated with the belief in defilement after childbirth, there seemed to have been little intervention
in funeral customs associated with the belief in defilement caused by death in the family.

Third, the paper examines changes in folk customs. Changes that occur in the process of the passing down
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of folk customs basically occur collectively. Consequently, they constitute comparative history and as part of our
social history cannot be expressed simply as having occurred at a specific date. However, by studying materials
on the history of folk customs, it has been possible in this study to ascribe specific dates to changes that took

place in specific districts, thus confirming changes in folk customs.
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