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Abstract
Japan is the oldest country in the world (almost 30% of the pop-
ulation is over 65, compared to a mere 19% in Austria), and for 
decades, public concerns about the social, economic, and cultural 
consequences of this historically unprecedented population ageing 
has shaped both Japanese art and politics. I argue that demograph-
ic change is also reshaping Japanese religious sensibilities. Spiritual 
matters, from pilgrimage to mortuary rituals, take on new signiǶ-
cance as they are used to reǷect on processes of ageing, caring, 
and dying. Correspondingly, the un-ritualised end of life has be-
come a haunting image of the grief accompanying social change. 
This talk will draw on examples from my Ƕeldwork with older Japa-
nese adults and family members caring for them in Kyoto, Japan, as 
well as recent portrayals of old age Ƕlm. I will use these examples 
to reǷect on the ways rituals provide meaningful narratives to un-
derstand and shape what it means to live well in an ageing society.
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