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Changes in Funeral Customs Il : A Case Study of Kita Hiroshima Town
(Former Chiyoda Town), Yamagata District, Hiroshima Prefecture:
The Opening of a Funeral Hall in 2008 and Accompanying Changes
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Changes in Funeral Customs II : A Case Study of Kita Hiroshima Town
(Former Chiyoda Town), Yamagata District, Hiroshima Prefecture :
The Opening of a Funeral Hall in 2008 and Accompanying Changes

SHINTANI Takanori

This article aims to reveal changes in funeral customs in the early 2000s by referring to specific
information from field studies and comparing it with the drastic changes in folk traditions triggered
by the high economic growth in the mid-1950s to the mid-1970s. To this end, this paper uses cases in
former Chiyoda Town (present Kita Hiroshima Town), Yamagata District, Hiroshima Prefecture, as
a typical example of funeral customs in a community where a religious association of Jodo Shinshu
followers, a group based on strong local relationships within the temple patron system, has played
an important role since the early modern times. This case study indicates that the establishment of
Jikouen, a new public crematory managed by the Kita Hiroshima Town Office, and the opening of Hall
of Rainbow, a funeral hall managed by Japan Agricultural Cooperative (JA), in 2008 caused dramatic
changes. For example, funeral rites that used to be organized by conventional religious associations
have become provided by JA-associated undertakers at Hall of Rainbow. This is an enormous change
from a gratuitous service supported by locality groups based on traditional relationships of mutual
cooperation to a chargeable service provided by third parties such as funeral directors on business
relationships. A comparative study of other villages where religious associations have played a
substantial role since the early modern times reveals spatial and temporal gaps in the weakening of
religious associations and the simplification of funeral services, which is even clearer when the scope
of the study is extended to neighboring communities. In brief, while the villages where old traditions
and histories are shared and cherished have a strong inclination to preserve traditional customs and
practices, the villages with many newcomers and without long histories have a little inclination to do
S0.

This Paper 1II, as well as Paper I, is issued as part of the collaborative research, indicating that
people responsible for organizing funerals have changed over time in the Japanese history from blood
relations in the ancient and medieval times to locality groups such as religious associations in the early
modern times. Although these practices continued until recent times in the Japanese society, both
death and funeral rites were commercialized due to the high economic growth from the mid-1950s
to the mid-1970s; the former became dealt with by medical professionals, while the latter by funeral

directors, both as a chargeable service. Moreover, in the early 2000s, with the rise of the funeral

88



industry, such as JA-associated undertakers, it became common all over Japan to hold a funeral
service at a funeral hall. These trends show a three-stage transition of people responsible for funerals
in the long Japanese history; from blood relations to locality groups and to third parties. On the other
hand, there is also an underlying, timeless point of view that in principle, blood relations should be
considered as key people in funeral services because close relationships in this world form close

relationships in the world to come, as evidenced by the recent increase in family funeral services.

Key words: Jodo Shinshu followers, religious association, religious association regulations, public

crematory, funeral hall, funeral service at a funeral hall
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