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A Case Study of the South-Central Part of Okinawa Main Island
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Changes in Funeral Customs I : A Case Study of the South-Central Part
of Okinawa Main Island

SHINTANI Takanori

This article discusses the issue of what information is found in differences in funeral customs
between regions in Japan. That is historical information to trace shifts during transmission from
generation to generation as well as to prove some consistency and continuity over time in spite of
the transition. In order to grasp this change and continuity, Kunio Yanagida proposed and advocated
a comparative study approach in Japanese folklore; however, most folklorists in the post-World War
II period, especially after the 1980s, completely neglected this approach and explored individual
cases without understanding his intention. This trend denied the originality of the Japanese folklore
originated by Yanagida, which led to a problematic situation where it could neither distinguish itself
from cultural anthropology or sociology nor establish itself as an independent academic discipline. In
order to preserve and develop originality of Japanese folklore, it is crucial to accurately understand
Yanagida’s perspectives and methodologies, newly develop and refine them, and apply them to
practical studies. In other words, this academic discipline should be established as traditionology
in name and reality rather than as folklore. For example, differences in traditional funeral customs
between regions in Japan include information of who is chiefly responsible for organizing funerals,
either blood relations or locality group members. This information shows the history of the shift from
a system based on blood relations in the ancient and medieval world to a system based on locality
groups established through social relationships of mutual cooperation and surveillance in the early
modern village world, as well as differences between the stages of the change. This Paper I, as well
as Paper II, is issued as part of the collaborative research, revealing that one of the major changes in
funeral customs after the high economic growth period, from the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s, was the
increasing involvement of funeral directors. This is considered as an early sign that funeral services is
changing to involve third parties in the present and near future. In brief, these trends show a historical
three-stage transition in people responsible for organizing funerals: from blood relations to locality
groups and to third parties. However, in spite of these changes over time, there is certain continuity
in funeral rites: that is a timeless fact that, in principle, blood relations are considered as key people
in funeral services because close relationships in this world form close relationships in the world to

come. This is also evidenced by another historical phenomenon: the recent increase in family funeral
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services.
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