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A Study of the Division of Ancestral Rites for Parents

——~Concentrating on the Division of Memorial Tablets—-—
Ueno Kazuo

By the ‘division of memorial tablets’ is meant the system whereby parental memorial
tablets are divided between the honke (main family) and the bunke (branch family),
the honke performing rites for the father’s memorial tablet, and the bunke for the
mother’s. The present paper is a preliminary essay which compares and analyzes actual
cases concerned with the division of ancestral rites for parents in Japan, concentrating
on what is called the division of memorial tablets, in an attempt to clarify the different
forms this takes, and their significance, as well as the connection between family and
kinship Structures. The practice of the division of memorial tablets is found from
Fukushima Prefecture in the north to Takarajima in the Tokara Peninsular, Kagoshima
Prefecture, in the south. This range of distribution coincides almost exactly with that
of the inkyo family system (Double-unit-type family system), but since only a very
few instances of the division of memorial tablets occurs within the distribution area
of the inkyo system, there is no direct link between inkyo and the division of memorial
tablets.

The division of memorial tablets, seen within the framework of memorial tablet
rites in Japan, is a form of patrilinealism, and can itself be classified into two types.
The first of these is the ‘total separation of honke and bunke’ type, in which ancestral
rites are separated over a wide spectrum : memorial tablet rites, annual memorial
services and graves are all separate. This form is frequently seen in south-west Kyushu.
Contrasting with this is the second type, the ‘honke-dependent’ type, in which the
funeral service, memorial tablet rites and annual memorial services are separate, but
the grave is shared. This type is commonly seen in the Kinki, Chubu, Kanto and
Tohoku districts. The former separates ancestral rites between honke and bunke over a
prolonged period of time, while the latter separates the rites for a relatively short time
after the death of the parents. The division of memorial tablets does not obstruct the
continuity of ancestral rites in the honke, but it is a form of memorial tablet rite that
does prevent the honke monopolizing the ancestral rites. The division of memorial
tablets is seen in both inkyo bunke and ordinary bunke, but what should be noted about
it as a form of bunke is that it is a form that distributes a large portion of fortune to
the bunke, and that in villages where the division of memorial tablets occurs, there is a
strong tendency for inheritance to be shared equally. The system of separate dwellings
for father and mother is no t found in all instances of division of memorial tablets,

and so cannot be said to be a necessary condition for division of the memorial tablets.
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