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In this paper, I w ould like to exa mine the changing conceptions of death in Japanese society

fro m a sociological perspective. Such changes in conceptions are connected with structural

changes of society. W hat I w ould like to explore a little furtheris this connection betw een concep‑

tions of death and the socialchanges behind the m.

Firstly,I willstartthe discussion by considering the conception of death in the pre w ar period.

A nd I will explain its relation to the traditionalfa mily syste m and the w artim e fa mily‐state ideol‑

ogy. T hen, the attenuation of this conception during the high econo mic gro wth period (na m ely

fro m the second half ofthe 1950's to the 1960's) will be explained.
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Secondly, I will exa mine the conception of death in the postw ar period till the 1980's. T he

trend to w ards the sequestration of death will be m entioned, with its relation to the aging of soci‑

ety, the m edicalisation of death and changes in the fa mily structure. Further m ore, regarding this

sequestration, characteristicsin the case of Japan will also be argued.

Finally,I will exa mine so m e ne w trendsin death conception since the 1990's. After I trace the

increase of discourse and im ages concerning death in the m edia, I will consider the trend to w ards

the self‐deter mination of death. A nd I w ould also like to consider the social changes behind this

trend, na m ely, the progression to w ards the consu m er society and the process of individualization

in the fa mily and at w ork. A nd atthe end,I will also touch on the e m erging tendency of rebuilding

relationshipsin the face of death.

Characterizing death in m odern (western) society as being

tabooed', denied', hidden', sequestrated', etc., has beco m e the classic

way of depicting the state of m odern death. So,forinstance,in the sec‑

ond half of the twentieth century,the French Social Historian, Philippe

Arie`s gave a description oftabooed death in m edicalinstitutions,funer‑

als or everyday conversation (Arie`s 1974; 1981), and the British A nthro‑

pologist and Sociologist, Geoffrey Gorer pointed out the taboo

concerning the grief ofthe bereaved (Gorer 1965). But atthe sa m e tim e,

both Arie`s and Gorer also m entioned the growing a m ount of discourse

and im ages of death in the m edia (to use Gorer's term,the Pornography

of Death'). A nd in general, especially since the 1990's, w hat has also

been argued widely is the revival and reappearance of death, that is to

say, the lifting of the death taboo (W alter 1994; 1996). Also, A nselm

Strauss,the A m erican Sociologist w ho is well know n for his pioneering

work on the sociology of death in the 1960's, wrote about these para‑

doxes' in Foreword' for a book titled edited in

Britain in the early 1990's,asfollows:

These paradoxes are reflected in this tim ely and stim ulating book.

Journalists,clinicians and scholars tend to describe death and dying

astabooed subjects: yetthereis an increasing literature aboutthese
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topics (e m pirical, theoretical or speculative, as in these pages) and

one can hardly pick up a newspaper without being plunged into a

debate about issues involving so m e aspect of dying (Strauss

1993:ix)

Turning our eyes to Japanese society,itis interesting to note that

we can discern alm ost the sa m e tendency as was found in western soci‑

ety, na m ely, the disappearance and reappearance of death in sociallife

in the twentieth century. The aim ofthis paperisto describe the histori‑

calchangesin the concept of death in Japan in relation to changesin so‑

cial structure. Though looking similar at first glance, changes in

Japanese conceptions of death have their ow n particular social and his‑

torical background. I would like to consider characteristic features and

differences aboutthe conceptions of death in conte m porary Japanese so‑

ciety as co m pared to those of western societies.

At the outset, I would like to touch briefly on a typical exa m ple

concerning the changing conceptions of death in Japan. These are the

lyrics of a nu m ber‐one Japanese hitsong in 2007, w hich is called 千の風

になって Sen no Kaze ni natte (I a m a Thousand Winds)". This song has

m any exceptional points. Firstly,the singer is not a pop star but an op‑

era singer. Secondly,the Lyrics, w hich were originally written in Eng‑

lish in the U.S. and translated into Japanese, are about death and

m ourning w hich are never usually associated with hit songs in Japan.

W hat's m ore, the opening lines w hich state that the deceased is absent

atthe grave are also rather peculiar, because,traditionally in Japan,the

fa mily grave is one of the m ost im portant sites for fa mily m e m bers to

m ourn, re m e m ber and worship the deceased and ancestors. We will re‑

turn to this song later. First of all, we will begin by considering the rela‑

tionship between the traditional Japanese fa mily (家 Ie) syste m and the

grave syste m.
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(A uthor U nknow n, Original English Lyrics)

Do notstand at m y grave and weep;

I a m notthere,I do notsleep.

I a m a thousand windsthat blow.

I a m the dia m ond glints on snow.

I a m the sunlight on ripened grain.

I a m the gentle autu m n's rain

W hen you awaken in the m orning's hush,

I a m the swift uplifting rush

Of quiet birdsin circled flight.

I a m the softstarsthatshine at night.

Do notstand at m y grave and cry;

I a m notthere,I did not die.

Japanese religious consciousness is often described as m ultireli‑

gious on the one hand, and non‐religious on the other hand. These two

features mightlook inco m patible atfirst view.

On the one hand,it is depicted as m ultireligious because Japanese

use rituals originating fro m various religions for form al custo ms atlife

events. Forinstance,itis co m m on for Japanese people to take new born

babies to Shinto shrines to pray for their children's healthy future, or,

to have a Shinto‐style or even a Christian‐style wedding cere m ony, and

also,to hold a Buddhist‐style funeral at the end oflife. But w hatis im‑
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portant to note here is the fact that the custo m of visiting the fa mily

grave'is the m ost co m m on activity a m ong all religious behaviors. Ac‑

cording to a survey conducted by the Yo miuri newspaper in 2005, 79.1

per cent of Japanese people said that they usually visit the fa mily grave

at certain tim es ofthe year.

Then on the other hand,the Japanese are depicted as non‐religious

because,in m any cases,those religious activities are form al,routine rit‑

uals and are not based on the substantive belief of each religion. Accord‑

ing to a survey conducted by the Asahi newspaper in 2003, 77 per cent

ofJapanese people said thatthey did not have any interestin religion.

Nevertheless, at least in the first half of the twentieth century, it

see ms that there was a m ore consistent, pervasive religious conscious‑

ness shared by Japanese people.In 1946,just after the end of W orld W ar

II, a pioneering folklorist, K unio Yanagita published a classic book

called 先祖の話 Senzo no Hanashi(The Story of A ncestors)". Based on

his field work in rural co m m unities throughout the country, he argued

in his book about the co m m on ele m ents in religious consciousness de‑

spite the apparent diversity of religious rituals. Yanagita described fol‑

lowing co m m on ele m entsin Japanese religious consciousness.

(1) Spirits of the deceased don't leave the local co m m unity after death

(so they don't go to another world like heaven or hell),instead,they

re m ain in the neighborhood,for exa m ple,in the m ountains orin the

forest, watching overtheir posterity.

(2) Spirits of the deceased return to their descendants' ho m es annually

at certain tim es of the year (usually during the お盆 obon" period,

in mid A ugust).

(3) 33 years after death, with enough m e m orial service, each deceased

person m ergesinto the spirit of household ancestor.

Though religious ritualsin ruralco m m unities usually follow a Bud‑

dhist‐style, these ele m ents, as Yanagita went on to point out, had al‑

ready existed in ancient Japan before the introduction of Buddhism
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fro m China and Korea in the 6th century. So, according to Yanagita,

Buddhism gave so m e outward forms to the spontaneously arisen ende m‑

ic beliefs.

In this belief syste m, the relationship between the dead and sur‑

vivors was m aintained after death, and each fa mily took care of their

ow n ancestor's spirit. Traditionally, every fa mily had a fa mily altar

called 仏壇 Butsudan" in their house to worship their ancestors. A nd

such fa milies collectively constituted a local co m m unity w hich wor‑

shiped its co m m on ancestor or guardian god in the local shrine. To use

Peter Berger's term (Berger 1967) , the local co m m unity was a kind of

cosm os'in w hich the deceased were treated as if they were stillliving,

as far as the co m m unity itself continued to exist. As Syuuichi Kato

pointed out (Kato et al. 1977), in such co m m unities, the m eaning of

death was given by co m m unities, not by individuals'.

Through the a m end m ent to the Civil Code in 1897, a fa mily syste m

called 家 Ie" was introduced and the before‐mentioned belief syste m

waslegally underpinned as a result. The Ie" syste m was a sort of patri‑

archalsyste m in w hich household heads were authorized to take control

of fa mily m e m bers'lives, for instance, concerning m arriage and m ov‑

ing. The central feature of the Ie" syste m was the inheritance of the

fa mily estate,including house,land, property and also the fa mily grave

by the eldest son fro m the form er household head. If m arried couples

did not have sons,then an adopted son took over asthe head ofthe fa mi‑

ly. As the nu m ber of workers engaging in fa mily‐operated businesses

or prim ary industries (the agriculture,forestry and fisheriesindustries)

was higher before W orld W ar II,such an inheritance often m eanttaking

over the fa mily business. Speaking of the fa mily grave in the Ie" sys‑

te m,there would always be a grave keeper,thatisto say,the household

head w ho took care of the fa mily grave and held m e m orial services for

the deceased and ancestors.

W hen we considerthe Japanese Ie" syste m, w hat hasto be noticed
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is the relationship between the fa mily syste m and the nation state build‑

ing. In order to build a m odern nation state, the govern m ent at that

tim e adopted, fro m the early twentieth century, the before‐mentioned

belief syste m as a kind of Ideology w hich could enhance the people's

loyalsentim entto the state. This Ideology is now called 家族国家観 Ka‑

zoku‐Kokka Kan (Fa mily‐State Ideology)".In those days,thisideologi‑

cal thought was taught as m oral education in classes at school. Ac

cording to this thought, household ancestors w ho m each fa mily wor‑

shiped could be historically traced back to the co m m on ancestors w ho m

local people worshiped in the local shrine, and furtherm ore, these co m‑

m on ancestors again could be historically traced back to the allegedly

oldest of allJapanese fa milies, na m ely,the Im perial household. So Japan

was a nation‐state w hich could be seen as one big fa mily, as it were, a

Fa mily‐State w hose original house was the Im perial fa mily. Fro m this

point of view, the love and respect for one's m other and father was

equivalentto theloyalty to the E m peror.

During W orld W arII, on the basis ofthisideology, State‐Shintoism',

Shinto sponsored by the state beca m e the spiritual pillar of wartim e na‑

tionalism and was used to m obilize people towards war.In thelast phase

of the war, even young students were m obilized and sent to the front.

忠孝一本 Tyu‐Kou‐Ippon" was an often used expression a m ong stu‑

dents, the m eaning of w hich was that the filial devotion to parents and

the loyalty to the E m peror and the state were exactly the sa m e thing.

A nd Die for the nation", Die for the E m peror", Death for honor by

100 million" were popular slogansin wartim e Japan.

In the early 1970's,the Japanese Sociologist, Syun Inoue,in his arti‑

cle called The Loss of Reasonsto Die", argued that young people's atti‑

tudes towards death changed after the war (Inoue 1973). In contrast to

the acceptance' of death a m ong young people during W orld W ar II, he

observed, the young generation in the 1970's were m arked by denial',

disinterestedness' and refusal'towards death.In reaction to the collec‑
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tively given m eaning of death and the consequent tragedy during

wartim e,to talk about death officially,in other words,to talk aboutthe

social m eaning of death was thought to be generally repressed and

tabooed.

At least in the first half of the twentieth century, as I have m en‑

tioned before,there was a co m paratively m ore consistent, pervasive re‑

ligious belief syste m shared by Japanese people, as described by K unio

Yanagita. As a result ofthe govern m entin the prewar period transform‑

ing this beliefsyste m into the Fa mily‐State Ideology and using itto m o‑

bilize people towards war, not only was this Ideology, but also this

original belief syste m itself so m etim es criticized in the postwar period.

Though the custo m and routine rituals related to the belief syste m still

re m ained in daily life after the war (asin the case of visiting the fa mily

grave' m entioned before), the belief syste m itself beca m e gradually at‑

tenuated and lost. Such a tendency was reinforced by three m ajor

changes in the fa mily syste m, the e m ploy m ent structure and the social

structure afterthe war.

Firstly, just after the end of the war, through the a m end m ent to

the Civil Code in 1947,the traditionalfa mily ( Ie")syste m, w hich legal‑

ly underpinned the traditional belief syste m, was abolished. The inheri‑

tance of the fa mily estate by the eldest son was also abolished and

replaced,in principle, by equally dividing inheritance between children.

In the traditional belief syste m, the custo m for continuing the fa mily

line through the generations was crucially im portant, becauseit wasthe

descendant'sfa mily w ho took care ofthe ancestor's spirit and the fa mily

grave. Butthe custo m lostitslegalfoundation atthis point.

Secondly,the custo m for continuing the fa mily line through gener‑

ations lost not only its legalfoundation, but also its econo mic m eaning.

The rate of workers engaging in the fa mily‐operated businesses or pri‑

m ary industries declined rapidly after the war. The rate of workers en‑

gaging in prim ary industries was 48.5 per cent in 1950, but by 2000,it

beca m e a m ere 5.0 per cent (According to The Population Census' by

the Ministry ofInternalaffairs and Co m m unications). The rate of work‑
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ers engaging in the fa mily‐operated business was 46.6 per centin 1960,

but by 2000, it beca m e just 16.6 per cent (According to The Labour

Force Survey'by the Ministry ofInternal Affairs and Co m m unications).

This m eant that m ore and m ore workers were beco ming co m pany e m‑

ployeesin the industrialization of Japan (Japan m oved into the high eco‑

no mic growth period in the second half of the 1950's). So, for fa mily

m e m bers,it beca m e m ore and m ore unnecessary to continue the fa mily

line (in this case, succeeded the fa mily business) through generations,

forthe sake of earning theirliving.

Thirdly, because of the rapid advance m ent of urbanization during

the high econo mic growth period, rural areas generally suffered fro m

depopulation and ties in local co m m unities also loosened. During the

high econo mic growth period (fro m the second half of the 1950's to the

1960's),fro m approxim ately 800 thousand to 1.2 million people left rural

areas each year and m oved into the large m etropolitan areas around

Tokyo, Nagoya and Osaka. In rural areas before the war, as I pointed

out before, there were local co m m unities w hich constituted a kind of

cosm os'and worshiped their co m m on ancestorsin localshrines. But, as

a result of the declining population, it so m etim es beca m e difficult for

such co m m unities to m aintain m utual‐help relationships between co m‑

m unity m e m bers. For exa m ple, before the war, funerals in rural areas

were usually prepared and held, not by funeral directors, but by neigh‑

borhood groups know n in Japanese as 葬式組 Soushikigu mi". On behalf

of the bereaved fa mily in a group, Soushikigu mi" organized funerals

and helped each other. A nd this group was so m etim es m ade up of a

w hole co m m unity. Though such a custo m still re m ains in daily life in

so m e form, funerals held by Soushikigu mi" were widely replaced by

funerals organized by funeral co m panies during the high econo mic

growth period.

So, before W orld War II, the traditional belief syste m as described

by Yanagita was underpinned by the fa mily syste m and local co m m uni‑

ties, however, after the war, against the background of social changes

as I m entioned above,such a belief syste m rapidly attenuated,losing its
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socialfoundation. Subsequently,rituals related to the belief syste m,for

instance, rituals for ancestor worship have also been sim plified and

m any of the m e m orial services and gatherings for ancestor worship

have been o mitted. Traditionally such services were held every 1st, 3rd,

7th, 13th, 17th, 23rd, 27th and 33rd year after so m eone's death, but peo‑

ple beca m e to think that only one or two gatherings were enough to

treat ancestors. Also the nu m ber of fa mily graves w hich have lost their

grave keepers and fallen into ruin has been increasing, especially since

the 1990's.

In the preceding section I considered the decline of the traditional

belief syste m caused by the Japanese experience of W orld W ar II and I

also pointed out the social background of such a decline in postwar

Japan. As Inoue pointed outin 1970,the denial of death,in other words,

the avoidance of thinking about the social m eaning of death beca m e the

generaltrend in Japan after the high econo mic growth period. We shall

now take a look at another two im portant social aspects concerning the

denied' and tabooed' death at that tim e, na m ely, the aging of society

and the m edicalisation of death.

The first point to be discussed here is the relationship between the

aging of society and changing conceptions of death. Population aging in

Japan has been progressing rapidly, especially since the 1970's. The ra‑

tio of 65 years old and over, w hich was 7.1 per centin 1970,reached 21.0

per centin 2005. The decline in the birthrate coupled with the increase

in the average life expectancy are m ajor factors of the aging of society.

A nd w hat has to be noticed concerning the increase in longevity is the

change in the cause of death.In 1947 the biggest cause of death was tu‑

berculosis and the second was pneu m onia & bronchitis. Also in 1950 the

biggest cause was tuberculosis, but according to the data of 1955, the
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cause of death changed significantly then and cerebrovascular disease

beca m e the biggest cause followed by cancer. So in the first half of the

1950's the m ajor cause of death changed fro m infectious diseases to

adult' diseases. The m ajor factor ofthis change was the introduction of

antibiotics around that tim e. In 2005, about 30 per cent of deaths were

caused by cancer and 60 per cent were by cancer, cardiac disease and

cerebrovascular disease.

Furtherm ore,this changein the cause of death transform ed the dis‑

tribution of age‐specific death ( ).In the prewar period, a large

nu m ber of young m en, and especially babies and infants died m ainly be‑

cause of infectious diseases. Even in 1950, about 30 per cent of deaths

were those of people under the age of 20. A nd one in four of all deaths

were those of children under the age of 5. Also in the sa m e year, about

30 per cent of the dead were people aged 65 years old and over. So we

m ay say that deaths existed, as it were, widespread in all age groups in

Figure 1 Age-specific ratio of death  

Source: Population Survey Report (Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare)
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the first half of twentieth century. But in the second half of twentieth

century, deaths beca m e m ore concentrated in elderly people. In 2000,

about 80 per cent of deaths were those of people aged 65 years old and

over. A nd in the sa m e year, the percentage of children w ho died under

the age of 20 was only 0.9 per cent.

One could assu m e that such a change in the age‐specific distribu‑

tion of death also has had so m e effect on people's conceptions of death.

Firstly,in a society with a long life expectancy,the younger the person

is,the m ore likely they are able to keep the idea of death at a distance.

As Norbert Elias put it (Elias 1985: 48), For a considerable sector of

these societies death is a good way off.' So,the im age of death is not so

m uch so m ething that can befall us suddenly at anytim e in life, but m ore

as so m ething w hich could happen in the far‐distantfuture. Consequent‑

ly, people in such a society can forget their ow n death for greater part

of their lives. Secondly, because of the concentration of death in older

age, fa milies and co m panies have beco m e less affected by the loss of

fa mily m e m bers and colleagues. As Robert Blauner pointed out, As

death in m odern society beco m esincreasingly a pheno m enon ofthe old,

w ho are usually retired fro m work and finished with their parental re‑

sponsibilities, m ortality in m odern society rarely interrupts the busi‑

ness of life (Blauner 1966: 379).' So, without being seriously disrupted

by death, people can go about their daily lives. A nd as a result, death

tends to be hidden away fro m everyday life. Thirdly, as Kiyo mi M orio‑

ka suggested, social‐psychological need for the existence of spirit' and

afterlife'is thought to have declined (M orioka 1984).In the past, m any

babies,infants and young people died pre m aturely, but bereaved fa mily

m e m bers wanted to continue the relationship and hoped that the de‑

ceased would continue to exist so m ew here in so m e ways. As m any peo‑

ple beco m e to live wellinto a great age, such a need can be thought to

have decreased.

As a w hole, we can say that the concentration of death at an older

age has turned people's eyes away fro m death. A nd it has also m ade

people m ore unaware ofthe continuity of generations,thatisto say,the
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relationships across generationallines between young people, old people

and the deceased.

As Ijust m entioned in the preceding section, fro m the perspective

of the tim e of death,it can be said that death itself has beco m e,in the

second half ofthe twentieth century,concentrated in old age and gener‑

ally sequestrated fro m younger people's sociallives. On the other hand,

fro m the perspective of the space of death, we could also say that death

has generally been sequestrated fro m social life. The distribution of

place‐specific death changed altogetherin the second half ofthe twenti‑

eth century ( ). In 1951, 82.5 per cent of deaths occurred at

ho m e and 5.9 per cent occurred at other non‐institutional places. The

percentage of deaths in hospitals, clinics and other institutional places

was only 11.6 per centin the sa m e year.In contrastto this,in 2000, only

13.9 per cent of deaths occurred at ho m e and 2.8 per cent occurred at

other non‐institutional places, w hereas 83.3 per cent of deaths occurred

in hospitals, clinics and other institutional places in the sa m e year. So,

Figure 2 Place-specific ratio of death

Source: Population Survey Report (Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare)
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we m ay say that death beca m e m edicalised in the second half of the

twentieth century.

W e can point outseveralfactors w hich have contributed to the m ed‑

icalisation of death, for exa m ple, the advances in m edical technology,

theincreasein the nu m ber of hospitals built and beds available, and also

the introduction of the health‐insurance syste m in 1961 that covers all

citizens. Nowadays, people norm ally go to hospital w hen they get seri‑

ous diseases, and so m etim es they are hospitalized and unfortunately,in

so m e cases, they lose their lives in hospital. But as to w hether people

want to die in hospital or not is a co m pletely different m atter. Accord‑

ing to a survey on the consciousness of elderly people (65years old and

over) w hich was conducted by the Cabinet Office in 2002, 50.9 per cent

of people would rather die at ho m e, w hereas 30.1 per cent would rather

die in hospitals or other m edicalinstitutions. So we can assu m e that, al‑

though the m ajority of people would rather end their lives at ho m e,

there are so m e deterrent factors w hich have led to the decrease in the

nu m ber of deaths at ho m e. One such factor we can refertoisthe change

in the household structure w hich includes seniors aged 65 and over

( ). As I m entioned before, there was a traditional fa mily sys‑

te m called Ie" before the end of W orld W ar II. A nd in this syste m,the

eldest son was the inheritor ofthe fa mily estate, and it was co m m on for

the eldest son's fa mily, that is, his wife and children, to live together

with his parents. Therefore, three‐generation households' used to be

the norm in the prewar period. In the postwar era, though such a cus‑

to m of three‐generation households' has re m ained, the ratio of

three‐generation households'(a m ong households w hich include seniors

aged 65 and over) has decreased, w hile the ratio of one‐person house‑

holds'and couple‐only households'hasincreased.

With regard to death at ho m e, we can assu m e that three‐genera‑

tion households' is m ore receptive, because in this type of household,

m ost of the tim e, there are one or m ore fa mily m e m bers w ho can take

care of a dying person. Co m pared to this, one‐person households' or

couple‐only households' are less receptive, because, generally speak‑
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ing, there is either no one or only one elderly old person w ho can take

care of a dying person. Given this condition,it m ay be no wonder that

m any people choose death in the hospitaleven though they would prefer

to die at ho m e.

It was pointed out atthe beginning ofthis paper that characterizing

death in m odern (western) society as being denied', hidden', seques‑

trated', etc., has beco m e the classic way of depicting the state of m od‑

ern death. A nd, as I m entioned above, we can find a similar tendency

toward the gradualsequestering of death in twentieth‐century Japanese

society. During the industrialization and m odernization period, the

Japanese conception of death appeared to take on a similar character to

that of western society. But at the sa m e tim e,in Japan's case,there are

so m e differences.

Firstly,in Japan, the social changes (for exa m ple, aging, m edicali‑

Figure 3  The changing ratio of the types of household 
  which include one or more seniors aged 65 and over 

Source:  National Livelihood Survey (Ministry of Health, Labor and Welfare)
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sation and the trend toward nuclear fa milies) w hich I referred to as the

social background of the changing conception of death didn't appear

gradually throughout the twentieth century but appeared m ainly after

W orld W ar II. So in the second half of the twentieth century, Japanese

society changed rapidly in m any respects and conceptions of death also

changed rapidly in relation to these socialchanges.

Secondly,in Japan's case, we can see that the denial of death origi‑

nated fro m the denialofthe wartim e conception of death. AsI explained

before, the govern m ent transform ed the traditional belief syste m into

the Fa mily‐State Ideology during wartim e and used it to m obilize peo‑

ple towards war. After defeatin the war, Japanese people were obliged

to reject this Fa mily‐State Ideology, w hich consequently led to the re‑

pression of the related original belief syste m to so m e degree and to the

change ofthe related fa mily syste m. As Ijust m entioned before, we can

say that the m odernization of Japanese society (with related social

changes) contributed to the gradual sequestering of death. But at the

sa m e tim e, we can also say that the denial of the traditional conception

of death wasthe starting point ofthe m odernization ofJapanese society.

Therefore, without tradition, death beco m es co m m only hidden away

fro m society.

In the 1990's, there were substantial changes in Japanese concep‑

tions of death.In contrast to the sequestration of death untilthe 1980's,

we could find a lot of discourse and im ages concerning death in the m e‑

dia. For exa m ple, docu m entary‐style books such as 病院で死ぬというこ

と Byouin de Shinu to iukoto (On Dying in Hospital)" (1990) and 大往生

Daiouzyou (The Peaceful Death)" (1994) beca m e best‐selling books and

both were m ade into m ovies or T V dra m as. A nd especially in the late

1990's, m ajor m onthly periodicals m ade up special editions about death

Changing Conceptions of Death in Japanese Society

535(16)



severaltim es, w hich had titleslike For a Happy Death", The Prepara‑

tion for Death", Facing Death Properly", To Die with Dignity", and

so on.

One m ay refer to certain social trends as the factors w hich influ‑

enced this reappearance' of death in the 1990's. First of all, so m e m edi‑

calissues beca m e highly controversial during this period. These issues

included truth‐telling in cancer diagnosis and prognosis, euthanasia and

dying with dignity, brain death and organ transplant. U ntil the 1980's,

m ost Japanese physicians had a general policy of nottelling patients the

truth if they identified a terminal disease. But with the im prove m entin

survival rates, physicians started telling the truth and e m phasizing the

patient's rightto know details oftheirtrue condition. A nd afterthe E m‑

peror Showa's lingering dying was aired in the m edia in 1989 (that is,

endless daily reports on total blood transfusion),the m e m bership of the

Japan Society for Dying with Dignity' increased rapidly (that is, the

nu m ber of people w ho started writing the Living Will', should they be‑

co m e terminally ill, rose significantly). The nu m ber of m e m bers was

under 10 thousand in the 1980's, but then beca m e 30 thousand in 1992,

60 thousand in 1996, and then over 100 thousand in 2002. Also a nu m ber

of m edical accidents aired by the m edia stirred up controversy over ac‑

tive euthanasia. Then, after a long debate concerning the definition of

brain death,the organ transplantlaw wentinto effectin 1997 w hich led

to transplantation fro m brain‐dead donorsforthe firsttim ein Japan.

Secondly, certain socialincidents can be seen as factors w hich had

an im pact upon people's conceptions of death. In January 1995, the

Great Hanshin Earthquake occurred around Kobe, one ofthe m egacities

in Japan w hich killed m ore than 5000 people in one night. This earth‑

quakeled to a heightening of people's awareness as to theim portance of

N P Os and volunteers(not only in aiding relief activities, but also in gen‑

eral) and it also m ade people think about the m eaning of life. Also in

M arch ofthe sa m e year,the sarin gas attack on Tokyo's sub way syste m

by m e m bers ofthe religious cult called オウム真理教 A u m Shinrikyo'oc‑

curred in w hich 12 people were killed and m ore than 5000 people were
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injured. The m e m bers of the cult could actually be called religious fa‑

natics, but at the sa m e tim e, m any of the m were well‐educated people,

seeking their ow n truth fortheir ow n reasons. So,in a way,theincident

also provided people an opportunity to re‐exa mine their ow n conception

of death, na m ely, how they should conceive the m eaning of life and

death. Also,since the late 1990's, particularly since 1998,the nu m ber of

suicides has noticeably increased ( ) and suicide rates per

100,000 reached 25.9 in 2007. This rate is ranked in the top 10 a m ong

countries in the world and is m ore than twice as high as those of the

U nited States and A ustralia, and three tim es as high as that ofthe U nit‑

ed Kingdo m. After the burst of asset‐inflated bubble econo m y, corpo‑

rate dow nsizing beca m e the co m m on m anage m ent strategy in the

1990's. Furtherm ore, several m ajor banks and securities co m panies

went bankrupt in 1997 and 1998. Such an econo mic dow nturn see ms to

be a m ajor cause of the increase in the suicide rate, especially a m ong

m ales. But atthe sa m e tim e, as I willarguelater, we should also consid‑

er m ore funda m entalchangesin the socialstructure ofthose tim es.

It is such m edical and social issues w hich we just looked at, that

Figure 4 The yearly change of the number of suicides

Source: National Police Agency Survey
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see m ed to influence the reappearance' of death in the 1990's, na m ely,

the increase of discourse and im ages concerning death in the m edia.

Such discourse and im ages included not only serious argu m ents in

non‐fiction literature and m agazines, but also novels, T V dra m as,

m ovies and m usic,centralthe m es of w hich were death and bereave m ent.

For exa m ple, a novel called 世界の中心で、愛を叫ぶ Sekai no Tyushin

de Ai o sakebu (Shouting Love at the Heart of the W orld)" published in

2001, w hich was a story about a young boy bereaving theloss of his girl‑

friend and his subsequent ten‐year search for the m eaning oflife. This

book sold m ore than 3 million copies (beco ming the nu m ber‐two

best‐selling book in 2003).It was m ade into a m ovie and T V dra m a and

beca m e hugely popular especially a m ong the younger generation. Also,

a T V dra m a called 僕の生きる道 Boku no Ikiru Michi(M y Way oflife)",

aired in 2003, was a story about a young teacher diagnosed with a termi‑

nal disease. This dra m a had a huge audience and the title tune called 世

界に一つだけの花 Sekai ni Hitotsu dakeno Hana (The One and Only

Flowerin the W orld)" beca m e the nu m ber‐one hitsong in 2003. A nd an‑

other exa m ple is the nu m ber‐one hit song in 2007, Sen no Kaze ni nat‑

te(I a m a Thousand Winds)", w hich I m entioned in the beginning.

As I also m entioned atthe outset, Philippe Arie`s and Geoffrey Gor‑

er pointed out the growing a m ount of discourse and im ages of death in

the m edia w hich Gorer called the Pornography of Death'. According to

Gorer, such pornography is even enjoyed furtively and engenders

furtive excite m ent(Gorer 1965).In the case of the Japanese,itis partly

true that those im ages and representations concerning death in the m e‑

dia has engendered a kind of enjoy m ent of death in a similar way, but at

the sa m e tim e, we can say that they also show so m e guidelines for peo‑

ple, na m ely guidelines on an acceptable style of dying or a proper way

of grieving (Walter et al. 1995).In other words,through such discourse

and representations, people see m to have learned alm ost subconsciously

how people should behave as a dying or bereaved person and how people

should relate to each other in the face of death. So w hat see ms to be

m ost co m m on and e m phasized in this learning'is, m ainly, the self‐de‑
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termination and self‐controlconcerning death, dying and bereave m ent.

As I m entioned before, since the 1990's, so m e m edicalissues such

as truth‐telling in cancer diagnosis and dying with dignity have beco m e

highly controversial. W e might say that the issue is the proble m of

self‐determination of death and dying. W hen patients are notinform ed

ofthe true condition oftheir disease and are controlled by m edicalstaff,

he or she is deprived of their right to determine their ow n way of life

until death. Butitis those patient's lives, not the lives of m edical staff,

w hich m atters m ost. So,itis argued, allinform ation should be given to

the patient, no m atter how painfulit might be (so m etim es such inform a‑

tion m ay include the sentence of death). A nd if the patient does not

wantto be kept alive in a terminal or vegetative state,their rightto de‑

termine their ow n death,it is also argued, should be recognized. W rit‑

ing a Living Will (A dvance Directive)'is a m easure to guarantee this

right.

W hatis m ore,the conception of self‐determination as a basic prin‑

ciple appears not only regarding death and dying, but also funerals and

burials. For exa m ple,since the 1990's, 葬送の自由を進める会 Sousou no

Jiyuu o susu m eru Kai (The Grave‐Free Pro m otion Society of Japan)"

has pro m oted 自然葬 Shizensou (Natural Burying)", w hich m eans the

scattering of cre m ated re m ains at sea or in the m ountains. This m ove‑

m ent e m erged againstthe backdrop of postwar changesin fa mily struc‑

ture w hich I referred to earlier, butit also e m bodies, by im plication,the

idea of self‐determination of burial. By that I m ean, being freed fro m

the traditionalfa mily grave w hich is related to the prewar fa mily ( Ie")

syste m and fro m traditional Buddhist form ality, people can now freely

determine the way their re m ains are disposed of. Generally speaking,

such a trend towards self‐determination of death has appeared not only

in such practices concerning death, but also in discourse and im ages

concerning death in the m edia w hich I m entioned just before. The title

of the T V dra m a in 2003, M y W ay of life" is sy m bolic in this respect.
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Neither persisting in the pre‐m odern tradition nor being controlled by

professionals in a m odern way, self‐determination and personal choice

see ms to have beco m e the leading guideline for people in the face of

death.

It would be untrue to say that such a trend towards self‐determina‑

tion has appeared only in argu m ents concerning death and dying.

Rather,this has been a generaltrend underlying changesin m any social

areas since the 1980's. I will now take a look at two structural changes

related to this trend in Japanese society ever since then,thatis,the pro‑

gression towards the Consu m er Society' and the process of Individual‑

ization'in the fa mily and co m pany.

Firstly, Japanese society in the era of high econo mic growth (that

is,fro m the second half ofthe 1950'sto the 1960's) has often been depict‑

ed as a M ass Society'fro m a social theoretical point of view. Rapid in‑

dustrialization brought about a new and different lifestyle based on

m ass production and m ass consu m ption.In those days, a word, 三種の

神器 Sansyu no Zinngi (three holy objects)" in fa mily life was often

used. This word originally m eans the three sacred e m ble ms oftheim pe‑

rial fa mily, but in this case,it m eant a (black and w hite) television, an

electric refrigerator and an electric washing m achine. So generally

speaking, at that tim e, people wanted to have the sa m e co m m odities as

their neighbors had.

However, in the 1970's, as the penetration rates for households of

the three holy objects" reached alm ost 100 per cent and that of the car

or the air conditioner also has reached m ore than 50 per cent, the shift

fro m m ass production to high‐mix low‐volu m e production (the m anu‑

facturing of a wide variety of products in sm all quantities) beca m e nec‑

essary to sellthe productsin m any industrialseg m ents.

A nd in the mid 1980's,there was a fa m ous debate aboutthe End of

M ass Society' a m ong scholars and m arketing m anagers,in w hich so m e

co m m entators depicted Japanese society as a consu m er society. So, it

was argued, people now wanted to beco m e so m ebody' w ho was differ‑

ent fro m others, not anybody' w ho was similar to others (M uraka mi
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1984). A nd a m easure for such a self‐realization was the consu m ption of

a wide variety of co m m odities and the coordinating ofthose goodsin an

individualized style. During the sa m e period, social theories on con‑

su m er society (for exa m ple, that of Jean Baudrillard) and theories on

postm odernity (for exa m ple,that of Jean‐François Lyotard) were intro‑

duced to Japan. But w hat has to be said is that the reception of those

theories at that tim e was one‐sided. Those theories were not used to

criticize so m e characteristics of the consu m er society (for instance, the

frag m entation of self‐identity), butinstead, were used to legitim ate the

status quo. So in the consu m er society, it was argued, people had be‑

co m e to live m ore freely on the basis of their ow n personal choices and

could also lead their lifestyles in m ore individualized ways. Since then,

it might be argued, the trend towards self‐determination has e m erged

as an extension of such a structural change towards the consu m er soci‑

ety.

Secondly, the process of Individualization'in the fa mily and co m‑

pany can be referred to as a structural change underlying the trend to‑

wards self‐determination. In the past, especially in the high econo mic

growth period, Japanese society was often characterized by such terms

as groupism' or group‐centered orientation'in contrast to western in‑

dividualism. Fro m this point of view, Japanese co m panies at that tim e

were considered as a kind of co m m unity w hich replaced weakening lo‑

cal co m m unities. Japanese‐style m anage m ent, w hich was co m prised of

the lifelong e m ploy m ent syste m, the seniority based (pay and pro m o‑

tion) syste m, the enterprise‐based welfare and the enterprise union,

was characterized then as a co m m unity‐like syste m protecting e m ploy‑

ees for their entire lives. A nd e m ployees,in their turn, worked as a 会

社人間 Kaisya‐Ningen (co m pany m an)", sacrificing the mselves for the

sake of co m pany.

Such characteristics had changed gradually since the late 1960's.

The word, Privatization' was used at that tim e to describe the e m er‑

gence of a new lifestyle in w hich people wanted to enjoy leisure and

consu m ption in their fa mily lives rather than beco m e a co m pany‐first
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person. To put it sim ply, people began to think the fa mily as m ore im‑

portantthan the co m pany orthe nation in theirlives.

But since the 1980's, a further change in fa mily life has e m erged

with the term, Individualization'. Firstly, because ofthe increase in the

ratio of un m arried people in contrast with the decrease in the ratio of

three‐generation households' w hich I m entioned above,the percentage

of one‐person households' has increased since then. The rate of

one‐person households'rose fro m 19.5 per centin 1975, 20.8 per centin

1985, 25.6 per cent in 1995, up to 29.5 per cent in 2005 (According to

The Population Census' by the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Co m‑

m unications). A nd even in the fa mily, lifestyles and tim e schedules of

fa mily m e m bers have beco m e differentiated and individualized, so, as a

result of that, Hotel‐like households' or eating alone' have beco m e

widely‐discussed pheno m ena.

Also in the co m pany, the process of individualization beca m e a re‑

m arkable trend especially in the 1990's. After the collapse of the bubble

econo m y and above all, after the a m end m ent ofthe W ork Dispatch Law

in 1999, m ore co m panies have beco m e to e m ploy m ore part‐tim e, te m‑

porary workers instead of offering lifelong e m ploy m ent. Besides, m ore

co m panies have also started to introduce the m erit or perform ance

based syste m instead of the seniority syste m. Nowadays, for m ost e m‑

ployees, co m panies are not the co m m unity‐like group as before. Now,

m ore and m ore workers have beco m e individualized, and have to shape

their careers by the mselves,taking self‐responsibility for their ow n ac‑

tions.

To get back to the originaltopic,the trend towards self‐determina‑

tion of death w hich has e m erged since the 1990's can also be thought to

be connected with the process oftheindividualization of people'slivesin

the fa mily and the co m pany.

In the beginning of this section, I referred to so m e m edicalissues

and socialincidents in the 1990's as factors w hich had a direct effect on
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the changing conceptions of death in Japan.It might be said that,in re‑

action to these issues, the trend w hich I called the reappearance of

death' has e m erged since the 1990's. A nd in this reappearance', na m ely,

the proliferation of discourse and im ages concerning death in the m edia,

we can find a particular trend, that is, the trend towards self‐determi‑

nation of death and dying w hich served as the leading guideline for peo‑

ple thinking about death. I pointed out that this trend is not limited to

areas related to death, but should be regarded as part of a m ore general

trend towards self‐determination in m any social areas. A nd I took up

two structural changes related to this m ore general trend, na m ely, the

progression towards the Consu m er Society' and the process of Individ‑

ualization', as factors w hich underlie the trend towards self‐determina‑

tion in general and w hich also lead towards the self‐determination of

death.

At this point, w hat I would like to e m phasize is that this trend to‑

wards self‐determination of death in Japan can not be interpreted sim‑

ply as a result oftheim portation of western individualism to Japan.Itis

certainly true that the way of thinking about death in conte m porary

Japan has been influenced by the western style of thought, particularly

A m erican, especially concerning m edicalissues. Yet, it see ms that the

concept of self‐determination changed its m eaning in the process of re‑

ception into Japanese society. In a Japanese context, w hat the self‐de‑

termination really im plies is not so m uch the respect for the rights of

the individual, but rather, giving individuals options to do w hat he or

shelikes even though the choicesthe mselves could be very difficult.

I m entioned earlier the denial ofthe wartim e conception of death in

the postwar period, w hich led to the loss ofthe traditional belief syste m

concerning death.It might be argued thatthis denial and loss hasled to

the trend towards self‐determination of death. In other words, without

a shared conception of death, people now have to m ake sense of suffer‑

ing and death individually, and are forced to do so, on their ow n respon‑

sibility. W hen we consider the increase in the nu m ber of suicides since

thelate 1990's, we should not overlook such funda m entalchanges w hich
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gradually e m erged in the second half ofthe twentieth century.

Fro m this point of view,it see ms to be too sim ple to say that the

reappearance of death'since the 1990's literally m eans the lifting of the

death taboo. It is true that, through the proliferated discourse and im‑

ages concerning death in the m edia, people have beco m e to think and

talk aboutissues related to death and bereave m ent m ore openly than be‑

fore. A nd in this sense, we could talk about the lifting of the death

taboo. However, since the leading guideline for people overall is the

self‐determination of death, w hat people think and talk aboutis m ainly

their ow n death and bereave m ent, but notthe death and bereave m ent of

others. To put it differently, despite the reappearance of death'in the

m edia,there stillre m ains a tendency a m ong people to avoid co m mitting

to relationships with the dying,the dead and the bereaved. We can even

say thatthis avoidance of co m mitm entto such relationships arouse anx‑

iety towards hidden death, and to repress this anxiety, people tend to

rely on discourse and im ages ofself‐determination of death in the m edia.

Yet at the sa m e tim e, there is another sy m pto m atic tendency con‑

cerning death and bereave m ent, that is, a tendency towards building

and rebuilding new kinds of social bondsin the face of death. For exa m‑

ple, with the spread of the Internet,it has beco m e possible for patients

suffering fro m fatal illnesses to co m m unicate online, even if they are

bedridden. On websites and blogs w here m any people participate, pa‑

tients suffering fro m the sa m e illnesses can share inform ation about

their conditions, m edical treatm ents and facilities. They can also en‑

courage and co mfort each other fro m their ow n experiences. So m etim es

such electronic co m m unication can be m ore frequent and deep (involv‑

ing thousands of people), co m pared to co m m unication with people

around the m in the real world.

A nd another exa m ple is m utual‐help groups for the bereaved. In

these groups, people w ho have lost their spouse, or parents w ho have

lost their children m eet periodically and talk about their experiences.

Though they know each other only through such m eetings and,in m ost

cases, don't know m uch about each other, these groups provide the m
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opportunities to give expression to their grief. In m utual‐help groups,

w hat might bring co mfort to participants is not a co m m unal cere m ony,

but expressing and sharing each other'sindividual's grief.

As I m entioned before,in the prewar period,there existed the reli‑

gious belief syste m shared by people in local co m m unities. Butin social

networks as we can find on the Internet or in m utual‐help groups, peo‑

ple don't share such a co m m on belief syste m. Such networks are not so

m uch co m m unities, but rather a co m m unication foru m for individual‑

ized people, w here they can express their opinions and feelings individ‑

ually. Their views m ay be diverse, m ultiple and so m etim es, even

conflicting. However,it would be inappropriate to say that they act en‑

tirely in an independent and autono m ous way w hen participating in

these networks.It might be said thatthey are acting on the principle of

self‐determination, but nevertheless, there exists social bonds between

the m. Neither in traditional co m m unities nor self‐determination, can

we find in these bonds the alternative possibilities for rebuilding rela‑

tionshipsin the face of death.

At the beginning of this paper, I touched briefly on the lyrics of a

nu m ber‐one Japanese hit song in 2007, I a m a Thousand Winds". The

originallyrics were written in English in the U.S., and were also read at

the first m e m orial service for victims of the Septe m ber 11 attacks. Re‑

garding the Japanese translation of these lyrics, I pointed out earlier

thatlines w hich state thatthe deceased is absent atthe grave are actual‑

ly at odds with the traditional fa mily grave syste m. In the traditional

syste m, the fa mily grave is supposed to be the m ost im portant site for

fa mily m e m bers to re m e m ber the deceased and ancestors. So, on the

one hand,the factthatthis song beca m e hugely popular could m ean that

people were attracted to its liberating feeling, na m ely, the feeling of

freedo m to im agine m ore freely about one's ow n afterlife, without ad‑

hering to tradition.
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But, on the other hand, so m e other lines w hich state that spirits of

the deceased are existing in nature fitin well with the older conception

of ancestor spirit in Japan. As described by K unio Yanagita,it was be‑

lieved that spirits of the deceased re m ain in the neighborhood, for ex‑

a m ple, in the m ountains or in the forest, and then return to their

descendants'ho m es once a year.

In this context,itis quiteinteresting to note the slight m odification

of the lyrics in the Japanese translation. In the original version, spirits

of the deceased are considered to exist in nature, as winds', the sun‑

light'etc. However,in the Japanese version,the phrase, waking you up

(in Japanese)', watching over and protecting you (in Japanese)' are at‑

tached to wordslike birds'and stars'. This m eans that,in the Japanese

version, spirits of the deceased are regarded as beings w ho care about

and help the bereaved, as older ancestor spirits used to do. So it might

be argued that w hat arouses people's sy m pathy in this song is not so

m uch the nostalgia forthe traditional beliefitself, butrather, a renewed

im age of continuing social bonds after death, co m bined with the tradi‑

tionalim age of death.

Certainly, this song is just a popular song and its popularity will

surely wane. People's sy m pathy towards this song is basically a te m po‑

rary pheno m enon. But at least, one can read in it people's hopes and

longings, and thus, the trend towards the future. In an age of secular‑

ization, detraditionalization and individualization, w hat people want to

rebuild is, to put it sim ply, the relationship w hich extends beyond the

boundary oflife and death. A nd the factthatthe lyrics of I a m a Thou‑

sand Winds" was originally written in English indicates that people's

longing for such a relationship even extends beyond the borders of

nationality and culture.
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