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Changes in Funeral and Burial Practices in Wakasa :
A Case Study of Mihama Town, Mikata District, Fukui Prefecture
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Changes in Funeral and Burial Practices in Wakasa :
A Case Study of Mihama Town, Mikata District, Fukui Prefecture

KANEDA Hisaaki

Only over the two to three decades after the high economic growth period, traditional funeral
and burial practices and customs changed drastically or disappeared completely in Japan, in parallel
with the spread of public crematories to provinces, the improvement in the quality of life, the
simplification of ceremonies including funeral and ancestral rites, and the increasing involvement
of funeral directors. Moreover, the problems of the so-called shrinking society, such as an aging
population, declining birthrates, a decrease in the total population size, and rural depopulation, as
well as the collapse of communities and the nuclearization of families, have been observed all over
the country, and the emergence of an information society coinciding with changes in the life style
has rapidly spread the urban culture to the rural areas. As a result, family funerals have gradually
become more common, and it seems that cremation services without funeral services will also spread
to the rural areas in the near future. This article traces the shifts in funeral rites, the bon festival and
other memorial services for ancestors over three generations in a fishing and agrarian village on the
west coast in the Tsuruga Peninsula (Sugahama, Mihama Town, Mikata District, Fukui Prefecture)
and outlines the funeral and burial practices within the town and the prefecture to examine what
has disappeared, what has been added, and what has remained unchanged in spite of the radical
transformation of the society. While keeping in mind that the liberalization of funeral practices seems
an inevitable folk phenomenon which reflects an aspect of the times, this article also discusses
funeral rites, memorial services, graves, the view of the next world, and ancestor spirit beliefs as
new ideologies of the Japanese. The transitions in funeral and burial practices show the crisis of the
contemporary view of the family, and it seems that these phenomena observed in the urban areas
will soon spread to the rural areas. Therefore, now it is time to redirect attention to the fundamental
identity of the Japanese defined by Kunio Yanagida, who felt a sense of crisis about the future of Japan
after the defeat in World War II and described the view of the next world in the ancient Japanese

society as an ideal form of ancestor spirit beliefs in his paper “Where the Soul Goes after Death.”

We have a right to make ourselves comfortable in the grave,

where we will unload burdens and corpses we don’t know what to do with.
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When the earth is covered with graves and imbued with silence and calm,

the principle of equality, which ended in an empty dream in this world, will manifest itself.

“IL” by Mitsuharu Kaneko

A dirty dog is sitting on the tatami floor and chanting at the altar.
Now that my master passed away, is there anyone but me who worships ancestors?

“Caricatures of Birds and Beasts” by Hajime Takenokoshi

Key words: the view of the next world, ancestor spirit beliefs, services in perpetuity for the dead, an

increase in funerals and graves for those who left no relatives behind, an increase in rootless people
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