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Changes in Funeral Customs and the Increasing Use of Automobiles at
Ancestor Worship : A Case Study of the South-Central Part of Okinawa
Main Island

TAKEI Motoaki

This article discusses the high economic growth in Okinawa after World War II, as well as changes
in their funeral rites and grave systems before and after it, by examining shifts in two aspects: the
introduction of cremation and the involvement of funeral directors; and the motorization of society.
Section 1 outlines the funeral rites and grave systems and the motorization of society in Okinawa.
Section 2 describes the outline and history of a hamlet formed by reclamation of noble class, namely
Nakagusuku Village, Nakagami District, which is located in the south-central part of Okinawa Main
Island and serves as a case study of family graves. The section also sketches out Kyan, Haebaru
Town, which is covered by “Collection of Materials on the Death, Funeral Rites, and Grave Systems”
as an area with a patrilineal-based grave system. Section 3 uses the results of a questionnaire survey
on funeral rites in Nakagusuku Village in the Showa (1926-1989) and Heisei (1989-) Eras to discuss
the changes caused by the introduction of cremation and the involvement of funeral directors. For
example, the date of a funeral service is determined by when a cremation service is available. With
regard to the involvement of funeral directors, the section uses the record of expenses of a recent
funeral to analyze the spending trend during the period from the funeral service to the memorial
service marking the 49th day after the death. A comparative study is also undertaken with Kyan,
Haebaru Town.

Referring to other articles, Section 4 discusses the process of the shift in body transportation from
bier to automobile (hearse) as automobile use was spreading in the society and funeral practices were
changing. Moreover, statistical data, such as the number of private automobiles and licensed drivers
in Okinawa, are used to indicate how the motorization of society was progressing in the society
after World War II until the retrocession of Okinawa to Japan. Based on the field study of the author,
Section 5 describes how festivals and rituals for ancestors (e.g., the Seimei Festival to visit graves and
the Umachi Festival to visit the head family house to pray at the family alter) are performed now in
Okinawa and how automobile use has affected them. The section indicates that while automobiles
enable the elderly to continue to attend these rituals, in another aspect, they prevent generation

changes.

Key words: introduction of cremation, involvement of funeral directors, case studies of the Showa and

Heisei Eras, festivals and rituals for ancestors, motorization of society
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