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Individualization of Funeral Customs in Japan: An
Analysis of Survey Questionnaire Results

Kokyo Murakami

Since the end of World War II, funeral customs have been changing in
Japan. These changes have been influenced by the urbanization processes
and new life styles. On the other hand, it has been reported that other
religious customs, such as ‘visiting graves’ and ‘daily offerings for the
“butsudan’ (Buddhist family altar)’ have persisted unchanged. Some surveys
conducted in the last decade reveal that the number of respondents who
preserve these customs has decreased. An examination of the results of
these various surveys elucidates the nature of recent changes in funeral
customs.

In 1995 and 2001, the Tokyo Metropolitan Government conducted surveys
on the cost of funerals in Tokyo and the opinions of persons who
hold/attend funerals. The surveys reveal that middle-age people (in their 40-
50’s) prefer to hold small-scale funerals attended by close relatives and
friends. Interestingly, the number of people who did not want a funeral at all
increased, although it has to be said that the number of such people is still
small (13.8%). Also the wishes of the deceased regarding his/her funeral
came to be respected more. These findings show that the funeral has
changed from a socially imperative function to a more private event.

The analysis of another survey reveals that while in the past respondents
complained mainly about the cost of funerals, recently this issue became
secondary. Now the primary concern of the respondents is that funerals are
too formal. An examination of the composition of mourners who attend
funerals shows that most mourners are not directly related to the deceased,
but to the bereaved. Today many Japanese think that the funerals should be
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held not for the bereaved but for the deceased. They believe that a
traditional funeral is too formal and lacks an intimate atmosphere.

Traditionally, a funeral in Japan has had meaning as “a rite of passage” for
the moshu (chief of the bereaved family) and the other bereaved. Recently,
however, the social meaning of the funeral has been weakened by the
individualization of the funeral.
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