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English Summary
The Annual Report on Cultural Science, Hokkaido University CXIII (No.
113). July 2004

Revival of Ainu Death Ritual
— Conflict Resolution, Symbiosis and Agency —

Takashi Irimoto
Hokkaido University

In March 2002, in a small town in southwest Hokkaido, an Ainu elder
widely known and revered for his efforts to preserve traditional Ainu
culture passed away at the age of 91. For the death ritual held in his
honor, traditional Ainu burial rites were revived after years of disuse and
carried out together with conventional Buddhist services.

The entire ceremony lasted four days. The first day consisted of
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construction of a ritual hut, preparation of burial clothes, burial objects,
and a grave marker, washing of the body, traditional Ainu prayers known
as kamuinomi, all carried out at or near the home of the deceased. On
the second day, after further kamuinomi and words of farewell, the body
was packed in a straw mat and transported to the town’s community
center, where a Buddhist funeral service and wake were held. On the
third day, a Buddhist priest chanted sutras and delivered a funeral
address, and the elder’s body was transported to a cemetery, where it was
buried in accordance with Ainu custom. On the same day, the priest
again performed Buddhist rites at the community center, after which the
ritual hut was burned in an Ainu ceremony at a river near the home of the
deceased, and kamuinomi were again intoned at the home. On the fourth
day the final kamuinomi were conducted at the deceased’s home.

Presiding over the Ainu rites was a scholar who, despite being of
Japanese descent, has devoted himself to the study of Ainu language and
culture and become one of the few people preserving and handing them
down. Under his guidance, the Ainu present took part in the traditional
kamuinomi and funeral rites, and those of the younger generation were
able to learn something of their own language and culture, with which few
Ainu today are familiar.

This paper broadly discusses the revival of the Ainu death ritual as
a process of ethnic conflict and cionflict resolution and analyzes funeral
rites and various discourses on them from an anthropological viewpoint.
The following are apparent from my findings:

(1) The revival of the Ainu death ritual was performed as a practice
of ethnic identity. Behind the chief mourner’s strong beliefs is the
understanding of the worldview of the Ainu, which he learned about while
living with his late father. The worldview of the Ainu is that all of

nature, including humans, is part of one big cycle. He was able to oppose
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the superficial revival of the Ainu culture and to realize and fulfill the
succession of the living Ainu culture only because he understood what was
at its core. The revival of the death ritual was made possible by the
chief mourner’s strong will, which was supported by his understanding of
the worldview of the Ainu and his ethnic identity.

(2) The idea of symbiosis was behind the conflict resolution made
possible by combining the Buddhist and Ainu methods for funeral rites.
With regard to ethnic identity and cultural practices of the Ainu, there
was a wavering between ideal and reality, and ultimately a conflict
resolution method involving simultaneous usage of Ainu and Buddhist
styles was introduced. It is important to note that the chief mourner
found a way to incorporate both styles without choosing one over the
other. He believes that the spirit of the Ainu culture he wants to portray
to children is the idea of symbiosis and the cycle of life. For example, if
man does not catch and eat all of the salmon, foxes, bears and other
animals will be able to eat them. This basically implies that the benefits
shared with someone or something will be returned to humans or the
earth, and humans can enjoy these blessings once more. This logic of
symbiosis between nature and humans was also applied to interpersonal
relations in this situation. The concept of acknowledging ethnic symbio-
sis among people with different cultural backgrounds is believed to be
behind his simultaneous usage of Ainu and Buddhist style funeral services
and the social solidarity he maintains with his relatives and fellow
citizens, who consist of both ethnic Japanese and Ainu.

(3) Non-Ainu Japanese and Ainu assumed the important agency in
terms of the formation of ethnic symbiosis. The chief mourner chose an
ethnic-Japanese researcher of Ainu culture as the master of rituals for the
funeral not only because he was able to practice the Ainu culture, but also

because they had enjoyed a close friendship for more than 40 years and he
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had acquired knowledge about the Ainu culture from the late father.
The Ainu culture was handed down from the late father, a memory
keeper of the Ainu culture, to an ethnic-Japanese researcher, which would
now be used for the funeral service of the late father and handed down to
his son, a chief mourner, and other Ainu willing to inherit their culture.
Utilizing knowledge about the Ainu culture as a medium, reciprocal
relations were established between the Ainu and ethnic Japanese. The
significance of the agency here is a volunteer, a transferor of culture
through ethnic boundaries, and a maker of ethnic symbiosis.

Last but not least, it may be possible to further generalize that the
idea of symbiosis can effectively function in conflict resolution. How-
ever, this would probably be very difficult without first establishing
reciprocal relations between the two groups. This idea, from human
evolutionary viewpoint, can be considered as being one of the cultural and
ecological foundation of the mind. This is because behavioral strategy
can be observed, whereby relations beneficial to the survival of hunting-
gathering society are recognized as positive reciprocity and therefore
continued, and harmful relations are recognized as negative reciprocity
and thus excluded. Furthermore, for the idea of symbiosis to be effec-
tive, it is necessary that both groups share the same idea. Conflict will
exist as long as humankind does, but the transformation of relations from
an antagonistic state to symbiosis is necessary for the survival of human-

kind, and this may be made possible through anthropology.

keywords: Ainu, death ritual, ethnicity, identity, conflict resolution,

symbiosis, agency
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