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Creating a ritual: objects, goods and services 
in Japanese childhood celebrations

Material culture is an inherent part of our social world. Human history progressed 
through an always more sophisticated use of objects as people vested their objects 
with significant meanings and associated values, ideals or desires. Our relation to 
the material world surrounding us clearly goes beyond utility. People seem to need 
the material form to express abstract notions, in other words, it is often through 
objects that we express ourselves, manage our relationships, express our preferences 
and values, and not lastly, distinguish ourselves from others. In recent decades, 
scholarship on material culture has showed that the utilitarian interpretations 
that take into account economic interests solely, do not suffice to understand the 
meaning and use of objects. Also, in our contemporary world, the use of objects is 
inseparably linked with the commercial context as it is there that we acquire most 
of our objects. They are purchased and then used/consumed within a consumer 
culture. Indeed, consumption has been defined as the main arena through which the 
individual creates his or her relationship with the world today.1

The use of things is present in all our human actions, and rituals are not an 
exception to this. Ritual can be conceived without the presence of objects – if 
we exclude the notion of the human body as an object – but in most of the cases, 
rituals require the use of objects.2 Often, it is the presence of a particular object 
that indicates a ritual enactment. Thus, objects are used to create rituals and help 
distinguish the ritual event from other ordinary, everyday actions.3 Objects become 
vested with symbolic meaning and will thus convey messages to the observers. 
Ritual can thus be conceived as a form of communication which works first of all 
with symbols.4 It is in this regard that materiality, understood as the sum of goods 
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1. Miller 1995:16. Miller also puts a direct link between the relation that ties persons 
to things and to other persons, in other words, the author says that the nature of the 
individual to things tells about his relationships to others (Miller 2008).

2. Ritual itself can be conceived as a form encapsulating symbolical action.
3. Douglas 1970.
4. Douglas and Isherwood 1984.
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used in a ritual event – whether the ritual is performed in a religious or secular 
context – together with the mode of this use, acquires importance. 

The present paper will address the issue of materiality by looking at childhood 
rituals in contemporary Japan, with a particular focus on the celebration of the 
ritual called shichigosan (七五三).5 The celebration is hugely popular today and 
while the diffused pattern of the celebration includes shrine (or temple) worship, 
its practice merges elements from the commercial sector, too. Market-oriented 
activities, such as the visit to the photo studio or the children’s festive dress 
(purchased/rented on the market or handed over), represent important constituent 
elements of the ritual experience. These elements are often considered by scholars 
and social commentators as lessening the “authenticity” of the ritual that has roots 
in premodern practices. Rituals such as the shichigosan pose a challenge for scholars 
who aim to interpret its role in contemporary Japanese society. The consumer world 
in which the ritual’s practice is embedded today, can result in hasty conclusions. The 
interaction between religion and commerce and the blurring of the borders between 
the two, is not easily accepted in the case of rituals where, perhaps more than in 
other cultural phenomena, connections with spirituality and/or religious tradition 
are expected.

How can we interpret the presence of consumption and, in particular, of consumer 
goods in the ritual? Is the contemporary practice of the ritual under control of 
any particular agent: the commercial sector, the media, religious institutions, or 
the individual observer/family? The present paper aims to find answers to these 
questions by looking at the single objects – referred to here as ritual artefacts – that 
are typically used during the ritual enactment. Whereas the paper’s main aim is to 
show how the ritual meaning is constructed through the use of material goods that 
possess important symbolic meaning in eyes of the observers, the analysis will have a 
historical perspective, too. It is important to understand the ritual as an ever-changing 
process and to examine the shifts that took place in the meaning system and the use 
of the objects during the history of the ritual. The effectiveness and validity of a ritual 
is closely related to the viability of the messages encapsulated in the objects. The 
historical trajectory shows us the way objects (their symbolic meaning and their use) 
were adapted to changing conditions and demands in society. As a result, the ritual has 
continued to remain effective and valid in spite of all the significant socio-economic 
changes that have affected Japan in the last three centuries. 

5. This paper is based on my PhD research (Charles University, Prague). Partial 
findings of my study were published in several articles and a monograph (Papp 2016). 
Ethnographic research for this study was done between 2011-2014. I updated the 
findings on several occasions since then. 
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I interpret the ritual first of all from the perspective of the observer who 
– it must not be forgotten – is today a consumer, too. It is in the hand of the 
observer that ritual objects acquire their symbolic meaning. The role that religious 
institutions and the various commercial actors have in this interpretative frame is 
first of all for their contribution to the meaning-creation process. They all partake 
in this meaning-creation process even if in different ways and extent. However, it 
must not be forgotten that ultimately it is the observer/consumer who enacts the 
ritual and who judges the validity and effectiveness of the ritual. 

The paper is structured into two parts. After a brief description of the 
traditional rural patterns and functions of early childhood rituals in Japan, the first 
part of the paper will describe some of the most significant shifts that occurred 
in the symbolism of the most salient features of shichigosan including the rise of 
its name and patterns of urban practices during the Tokugawa period. This will 
be addressed through the examples of the single constituents of the celebration, 
such as the hairstyle, accessories, festive dress, chitoseame, and photography.6 The 
second part of the paper will present a more general discussion on the interpretative 
challenges of rituals in contemporary society with a particular focus on the 
correlation between consumption and ritual practice.

Historical interpretations of childhood age-celebrations

Shichigosan is a rite of passage (tsūka girei 通過儀礼)7 and it is included in the category 
known in Japanese literature as san’iku gyōji 産育行事, or childrearing rituals. 
Shichigosan comprises several traditional rites of passage observed between the age 
of two and seven. Today it is commonly observed for three- and seven-year old girls 
and five-year old boys, but there are several regional variations.8 The age of seven 
was regarded as an important threshold in  Japanese culture since at least the Heian 
period. It also marked the end of infancy and the admission of the child into the local 
community. Children up to the age of seven were perceived as “incomplete beings,” 

6. There is a number of other objects (the festive meal, the go 碁盤 board) that are 
closely linked to shichigosan. For lack of space I decided to focus on the most salient 
ones. Discussion could include intangible components, too, such as numbers (3,5,7) 
that contribute to the overall significance of the ritual and have important symbolic 
meaning rooted in traditional cosmology.

7. Also called jinsei girei 人生儀礼, life-cycle rituals.
8. The difference between the indigenous age counting system (kazoetoshi 数え年) and the 

modern Western mode (mannenreki 満年齢) plays still a role when deciding the date of 
the celebration (see more on this in Papp 2016).  
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and believed to be in an in-between state, between two worlds.9 Accordingly, the first 
seven years of the child’s life received great attention in terms of rituals.  In classical 
Japanese folkloric interpretations, rites of passage reflected Japanese people’s views 
of life and death and on the passages between the two states.10 In the traditional 
lifeview, the soul of the baby was believed to arrive from the realm of kami 神, and 
in the initial period of its life, its attachment to the human body was thought to be 
loose and lacking firmness. Thus, one of the most important aims of early childhood 
rituals was to bind the child’s soul to the earthly life. Also, the rites had important 
social functions ranging from integration of the child into the community and gaining 
the community’s acknowledgement, to affirmation of existing social ties within the 
wider family. In the communities where age groups were active, the childhood rites of 
passage functioned to integrate the child into the children’s group, the kodomogumi 子
供組.11 The ritual ensured a socially controlled transition from one group to another.

In pre-Meiji (–1868) Japan there was wide variation regarding the pattern, 
denomination, and date of age-related childhood celebrations.12 However, the three 
most common that are associated with the modern shichigosan, are kamioki 髪置, 
hakamagi 袴儀, and obitoki 帯解き. Until the end of the 18th century these rituals had 
been observed separately with great local differences.13 In general, each of the three 
rites indicated a further step in the growth of the child, but many other functions 
were attributed to them. For example, the obitoki signaled that the child was ready 
to join its first age group in the community, the so called kodomogumi (子供組み).14 
The second rite, the hamakagi, was mostly popular among samurai families in the 

9. Iijima 1987, S4. Iijima explains that rites of passage had function of incorporating 
the liminality of children into the society and in this way, to transform children’s 
‘incomplete’ beings into ‘complete’ beings (Iijima 1991,63).

10. Akata 1979.
11 Fukutake 1972, 96-116. Age groups (e.g. kodomogumi, musumegumi, wakamonogumi) 

were active in many (but not all) traditional rural communities in pre-Meiji Japan. 
They had specific tasks and functions within the traditionally organized village 
community. For an English language account of these age groups and their place in the 
social structure of rural communities see Fukutake 1972. 

12. There is a wide range of Japanese language scholarship on the theme. See for example 
Ishizuka 1978, Iijima 1991, Itabashi 2007. For English language discussion see Hendry 
1986, Papp 2016.

13. In rural areas many communities continued to observe the local variations until very 
recent times.

14. Children remained in the kodomogumi until the coming of age ritual that was 
performed between the age of twelve and sixteen depending on local custom and on 
gender and physical maturity of the child.
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Tokugawa period who adopted the custom from the Heian court nobles. It became 
commonly observed around three or five years of age and was closely linked with the 
acknowledgment of the social position of the samurai family in the society.15 

As mentioned above, there was a great variety in these childhood rites depending 
on local customs, social class, and historical period. However, during the Tokugawa 
period, the chōnin 町人 (townsmen) culture and the changing socioeconomic 
conditions of the period gave rise to a new pattern that can be considered as the 
forerunner of the modern shichigosan celebration. The rich variety that characterized 
early childhood rituals in earlier epochs merged into one distinct form.16 This process 
was fueled by the development in the capital of Edo, where, during the 17th and 18th 
centuries, a demand for more standardized and unified patterns of celebration arose 
among the urban population that was arriving from other regions of Japan to work 
and live in the newly established capital. A process of standardization resulted in the 
unification of rural patterns, bringing about a unique urban pattern and a common 
name. The date of observance was set on the fifteenth day of the eleventh lunar month 
and the celebration started to be known under the name of shichigosan, indicating the 
three ages of the children who were the focus of the rite, seven, five, three.17 There 
are a number of reasons underlying this development, full description of which 
falls outside the scope of this paper; however, it must be emphasized that a major 
contributor was the overall transformation of urban society where the politically weak 
but economically strong non-samurai urban population developed its own values and 
lifestyle that imprinted upon these celebrations, too. In addition to the standardization 
of celebration patterns, showy and sumptuous elements appeared in their urban 
form at this time as well. The following section addresses this development through 
illustrating several distinct elements of childhood rituals that have older meanings 
and the shifts that occurred in these meanings. The account will underline the major 
milestones in the path of the development of the ritual and in its growth to a truly 
modern form of celebration. 

15. There were places where it was celebrated at seven years of age during the Kamakura 
period (Suzuki 2000, 62).

16. While this form remained limited to Edo (later Tokyo) for long, in the first half of the 
twentieth century the Edo/Tokyo pattern spread to most regions of Japan gradually 
pushing out the regional variations of childhood age rites. For a detailed analysis of this 
process see Papp 2016.

17. The eleventh lunar month, called also shimotsuki (霜月) was a period of harvest 
festivities (shūkakusai 収穫祭) and therefore considered to be an auspicious period. The 
fifteenth day was believed to be kishuku nichi (鬼宿日), lit. “the day when the devil stays 
at home,” thereby seen as a fortunate day.
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Hair and dress
Rites of passage often entail a change in dress and hairstyle. Dress code and 

hairstyle have been an important external mark of an individual’s social position 
and age in many historical periods; accordingly they were central to many rites of 
passage.18 Indeed, the first of the shichigosan rites, the kamioki, marked the beginning 
of hair growing as children’s heads wereshaved before this age.19 Change in children’s 
hairstyle often marked a further step towards full maturity. Hair was also associated 
with magical beliefs and treated as a religious object in the past. It was seen as a gift 
from the gods and as such it was believed to possess magical power. In the Heian 
imperial court, a complex system of ranks was accompanied with regulations on 
dress code as well as appropriate hairstyles.20 Na-Young underlines that hairstyle 
was always a preferred mark of distinction since it was the easiest way to display 
wealth and social position.21 Similarly, in the case of rites of passage, change in the 
hairstyle communicated messages about one’s rank and age in a manner that was 
visible and comprehensible to all.

In the case of hakamagi and obitoki a new piece of dress was added to the 
clothing of children. Hakamagi consisted of the ceremonial act of dressing the child 
into its first formal crested kimono (an attire called kamishimo 裃). The ritual was 
diffused among the Heian aristocracy (for both males and females), and with the 
rise of the warrior class to power, it was appropriated by samurai families. Hakama 
became an important part of formal samurai attire. In the hierarchical social system 
of the warrior class, based on Confucian values, samurai sons were given a higher 
position than daughters and the ritual also served to acknowledge the position of 
the male child. Moreover, the rite confirmed and publicly demonstrated the social 
standing of the family. The ritual also indicated that the child was allowed to wear 
the formal garment and receive his first set of weapons as part of the adult samurai 

18. See more on the history of clothing and its social significance in Tanida and Koike 
1989. For English language literature see Dalby 1993. 

19. The custom was based on ancient beliefs regarding the origin of illnesses and evil 
inf luences (Inoguchi 1959). There were places where during the ritual a special 
accessory made of white silk (shiraga 白髪, lit. white hair) was placed on the child’s head. 
It symbolized the grey hair of an aged person and embodied adults’ wish of long life for 
the child (Ishizuka 1978, 48). 

20. While high and lavish hairstyles were typical to the upper social classes, common 
people wore simpler hairstyles that enabled them to work physically. Though, age was 
an important factor in both cases. 

21. Na-Young 2006.



Papp: Creating a ritual 175

wear.22 The crested garment had a symbolic meaning indicating the continuation of 
the family line, a sign of particular import in samurai society.

During the seventh year ritual, obitoki the simple cord (himo 紐) that was used 
to tie little children’s kimono, was replaced with a proper obi (帯), the regular sash 
used by adults.23 Obi was seen as symbol of adulthood and possessed rich symbolical 
meaning. According to popular belief it prevented the soul from running away from 
the child’s body. Also, obi is the central element of the pregnancy rite known as obi 
iwai during which pregnant women in the fifth month of pregnancy receive a special 
ceremonial sash that is believed to protect the baby until its birth.24 

During the Tokugawa period, the three childhood rites not only merged into 
one distinct form, but there was a gradual shift of emphasis on the aesthetic aspects 
of the childhood rituals. Edo urban merchant culture placed high value on the 
aesthetics of appearance and refined taste. This influenced childhood celebrations 
as seen in the traditional emphasis on hairstyle and dress code in the society in 
general, and in children’s rites of passage in particular. Hair as well as dress give 
expression to changing aesthetic ideals and in the particular context of Edo urban 
culture, clothes, accessories, and hairstyles were used as predominant vehicles to 
express taste and style.25 If we observe illustrations and writings from the epoch 
that depict the celebration of kamioki, hakamagi and obitoki, they often show lavish 
processions (with kin members and servants) heading to the town’s popular shrine 
with children sumptuously dressed.26 Children are often carried on shoulders of 
their fathers or servants, in part so that the costly garments would not become 
soiled, and partly to make a spectacle. Senryū poems (川柳)27 from the epoch often 

22. Tsuboi 1976.
23. Ōtō 1989. Many local terms existed to indicate the obitoki rite that demonstrates its 

diffusion throughout the country. Denominations such as obinaoshi (obi adjusting), 
himo-otoshi or himo-toki (drop off the cord), obi-musubi (tying of obi), all referred to the 
act of dropping the himo cord in order to be replaced by the regular sash. For a list of local 
variations of childhood rites of passage and related customs see Ōtō et al. 2008, 529-537. 

24. The rite is observed on the day of the dog, traditionally considered particularly 
favorable to pregnancy and safe birth. It is highly popular even today.

25. Ikegami (2005) describes the rise of popular fashion as one of the chief achievements of 
this period.

26. Sources are for example the epoch’s ukiyoe collection (such as the Meisho Edo Hyakkei 名
所江戸百景 by Utagawa Hiroshige 歌川広重) or descriptions in glossaries (saijiki 歳時記).

27. Senryū is a three-line unrhymed Japanese poem structurally similar to a haiku from 
which it developed in mid-18th century. For modern examples of senryū with the 
subject of shichigosan, see for example Awasaka (2005).
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comment on the high costs of the festive dress and on the effort families put in 
paying for these garments. Indeed, the new, and often expensive, festive dress 
gradually became the principal external attribute of the celebration. While in the 
rural traditions the festive dress in the ritual indicated primarily another phase in 
the growth of the child, in Edo it also started to represent the value preferences of 
the urban population that emphasized the demonstration of wealth, status, and 
taste. Ikegami notes that the “aesthetic world” of this urban class was created and 
became visible mostly through its material culture, and as such – we can add – it 
was also reflected in celebration manners which, along with the growing economic 
power of the urban merchant class, were becoming increasingly lavish.28 

The child’s dress, after becoming the central element of the shichigosan ritual in 
the capital of Edo, continues to be the most recognizable feature of the celebration 
today. In the course of the twentieth century, the fashion styles changed several 
times, shifting mainly between the Japanese and the Western styles. In the 1920s 
for example, when Western-style clothing started to enter the everyday wardrobe 
of the Japanese, Western-style dress was seen as rarity and novelty, hence desirable 
and luxurious (also because of its elevated price).29 In the interwar period, major 
newspapers in Tokyo (Yomiuri, Mainichi, Asahi) regularly published data on 
children’s dress worn for the occasion of the shichigosan shrine visit. On the 15th of 
November, the traditional date of the observance, journalists usually visited popular 
shrines in the town and took notes on the garments worn by children and their 
mothers and articles often commented on fashion and style.30

In the first half of the twentieth century, trends in the fashion of children’s 
dress worn during shichigosan closely followed the path of the general shifts 
in fashion. The meanings attached to Japanese-style dress underwent a major 
transformation during the first half of the twentieth century when traditional 

28. Ikegami 2005, 255. Sumptuary laws aiming at limiting excessive spending during 
the celebration were issued during the era of the Tenpō reforms (between 1841-43) 
(Yanagida 1957, 266). This fact demonstrates the extent to which celebration costs 
raised.

29. This was true in particular in the case of boys. In the interwar period, women were 
still expected to represent the “traditional” in their behavior and dress. Accordingly, 
Western-style shichigosan dress was more preferred for boys and it usually consisted of a 
formal suit.

30. In 1932, for example, a journalist in Yomiuri counted 537 boys wearing Western and 
133 wearing the traditional dress in Kanda shrine. In the case of girls (the segment of 
six-seven year olds), the proportion between the two styles was 166 (Western) to 506 
(Japanese) (Yomiuri 1932, November 16).
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wear became gradually separated from everyday use, and as a result, Japanese-style 
clothing became increasingly associated with special and formal occasions such as 
celebrations and rituals.31 In the postwar decades, when Western dress has become 
part of everyday clothing culture and its price dropped, traditional Japanese wear 
started to symbolize national culture and aesthetics, and traditions. With rising 
prices, it also entered the range of luxury goods thus creating a direct link between 
its symbolic value and marketplace price. 

In brief, it can be stated that with Japanese dress becoming a cultural heritage, 
children’s festive dress acquired an additional layer of meaning. To earlier 
associations – the subsequent grade in the child’s growth, and wealth, status and 
taste of the chōnin – Japanese dress added additional symbolical meaning linked 
with Japanese culture, national identity, and tradition.32 Today, the notion of 
tradition has become inseparable from the celebration of shichigosan and traditional 
Japanese dress is seen as one of the – or the principal – conveyors of this notion. 

However, there are other layers of meaning, as well, including family traditions 
and continuity. Children’s shichigosan wear is often passed on within the family (e.g. 
from (grand)mother to daughter, or from (grand)father to son), thus creating a link 
between generations. While in the Tokugawa period this aspect was valued first of 
all by the samurai class, today it is seen as important for families who value family 
history and continuity. An inherited garment can symbolize the continuation of the 
family line and can be seen as representing the transmission of family traditions, 
or simply, the connection between the generations.33 In this way the festive dress 
plays a significant role in the family’s imagery and acts as a constituent element 
of its identity. On the other hand, there are other values that can be conveyed by 
the festive dress. The wide variety in design and price offered by the market (retail 
and rental shops) allows the festive dress of the child to express economic status 
and/or individual taste and aesthetic preference. Families can choose from a wide 
range of styles and designs according to their preferences and priorities, while 
the marketplace, providing a rich choice of available styles and price, fulfills this 
demand. Also, recent years have shown an increasing tendency and demand for 
individualization and plurality regarding individual life choices, as well as the value 
orientation in Japan; the variety in dress styles and the range of available options 

31. Dalby 1993, Ashikari 2003.
32. For an analysis of the link between the notion of tradition and the symbolism of the 

Japanese wedding wear see Goldstein-Gidoni (1997).
33. Surveys done by independent research groups (e.g. MikiHouse: www.happy-note.com/

research) and childrearing magazines show that many respondents associate children’s 
shichigosan dress with the notion of the continuity of the family. 
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(convenient inclusive packages, lavish modes, rental, purchase or passing down) all 
respond to this trend in the society. The plurality emerges as an important value in 
the individual choice of how the ritual is celebrated. The social pressure to adhere to 
only socially accepted and proper celebration forms is today not as strong as it used 
to be a few decades ago.34 

As for hairstyles, earlier associations regarding maturity, age, and social class are not 
present in modern patterns of practice, although even today, girls’ hair receives great 
attention. Elaborate hairstyles are often created for studio photographs and efforts 
are taken to match the hairstyle to the chosen festive dress. Mothers often comment 
on the length of their daughters’ hair especially because girls’ hair needs to be long 
enough to be tied up or to create the desired hairstyle. In the last few decades, 
shichigosan photographs taken by professionals in commercial photo studios became 
very elaborate and often highly stylized. Preparing the child for the perfect photo is 
a long process involving many professional employees of the studio. Also, Japanese-
style dress asks for adequate accessories, and in the case of girls, appropriate 
hairstyles and make-up. Shichigosan is often the first occasion when girls receive their 
first make-up and their hair is arranged in elaborate styles by professionals. The 
ritual contributes thus to socialize children into gender roles while the gender-based 
division of dress code (samurai outfits for boys and gorgeous kimonos for girls) 
underlines and encapsulates traditional gender values and ideals.35 

Photography
When examining the material requisites of the contemporary shichigosan ritual, 

we must include the act of photography and professional photos. Photographs, 
primarily those taken in professional photo studios, are an integral part of the 
ritual today. The most common contemporary pattern of celebration consists of 
two main parts: the shrine worship and the professional photo studio service. In 
recent years, it has become common to have the photo studio session on a separate 
day; sometimes this day can precede the shrine visit by one or two months. There 
are photo studios that specialize in children photos (e.g. Alice Studio) and the 
shichigosan photo service represents an important source of income for these 
studios. Several studios offer clothing rental service too, making available a vast 

34. Possible modes of celebration include the “photo shichigosan” (celebrated only through 
the visit to the photo studio) or shichigosan in holiday resorts (such as the Hawaii 
shichigosan).

35. See also Hendry (1986) for examples of Japanese traditional celebrations which 
contribute in the enculturation and socialization of children. 
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assortment of festive dress for children. Beauty services are offered in most studios, 
with assistants helping children into their garments and preparing them for the 
photographing (hairdresser, make-up assistant). Photos are usually highly stylized 
and possess their own aesthetic. In fact, the time spent in the photo studio has 
grown into something that is akin to a rite within the rite, supported also by its 
temporal separation from the shrine worship. 

Photography is a crucial element not only of modern shichigosan, but it is 
also salient in Japanese society in general. Not confined to Japan alone, soon 
after its emergence, photographing became an inseparable part of most family 
and public rituals worldwide. It made an impact on the celebrations as well, as 
it substantially changed the manner in which memories are constructed and 
preserved. As Bourdieu (1965) has already pointed out, photographs have the 
capacity to capture the f leeting experience of significant occasions, be it family 
rituals or visits to once-encountered places. Indeed, photographing can be viewed 
as a process through which important moments are singularized.36 Photographs, 
and the act of photographing itself, can enhance the formality and solemnity of 
important life events.37 In Japan, photography technology became available during 
the 1920s, but it was only in the postwar decades that its use in family rituals 
became diffused. Since then, photography grew into an omnipresent instrument 
in the hands of the Japanese whose affinity with the act of photographing, and in 
general to pictures and visual images, is a much discussed issue.38 

As for shichigosan, professional photographing as a service appeared in Tokyo in 
the interwar period and, following the wedding ritual, shichigosan soon became the 
target of these service providers. However, the war interrupted the development of 
this trend and in the first postwar decades, cameras and other machines for private 
use became common. Privately taken photos – mostly taken by fathers – became an 
inseparable element of the celebration. Starting from the end of the 1980s, a rapid 
popularization as well as amplification of professional services gave rise to inclusive 
service packages for shichigosan offered by photo studios. These packages included 
photography and rental of the festive dress, too. 

Among the factors underlying the rapid rise in the popularity of these service 
we find their convenience and economic price, improved technology (digital) of 
photographing, coupled with changes in views on children in the society. With the 
shrinking size of the family, following the decline in birth rate since 1972, the focus 

36. See also Kopytoff 1986 and Belk et al 1989.
37. Bourdieu applies the term of ‘solemnization’ to the phenomenon (Bourdieu 1990, 6).
38. Ben-Ari’s study (1991) shows how photographing can affect local rituals.
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on child, often the only child in the family, has intensified and together with it, 
family-centered celebrations have started to play a significant role in the ideological 
and symbolical constitution of the family. Photos taken on shichigosan, private and 
professional, are preserved with great care and occupy an important place in the 
symbolical reservoir of the family life. Susan Sontag noted that family albums and 
photos are often the only place where the wider family circle appears, a thought 
that describes contemporary Japan very well.39 The family photos are often the 
place where distant relatives, grandparents, and cousins make their appearance in 
the family life. Shichigosan photos of the child are also sent to relatives as gift or 
as New Year’s postcard. In this sense, the photo contributes to the reaffirming of 
connectedness within the wider kin. Moreover, as Sakamoto also argues, photos of 
children act as symbolic vehicle for family unity in present-day Japan.40 They render 
family happiness visible to the public world, and at the same time, contribute to the 
sustainment of the family on an emotional and symbolical level. Photographing 
became so inherent to the celebration of shichigosan that people feel that it lacks 
something crucial if no photos were taken: “When I was small we celebrated my 
shichigosan. However, no photos were taken on that occasion. In our family album I 
see the photos of my brother’s celebration, but not mine, as if my celebration would 
have not been that important,” says a mother about her own shichigosan.41 

Indeed, as in the case of other ritual artifacts, photos, too, have the potential to 
raise the magnitude of the event and help mark an occasion as significant compared 
to other more ordinary events. Japanese families see photographing as a vital part of 
the ritual experience, and of the subsequent elaboration of the experience into the 
form of lasting memories. The photo of a child on its shichigosan will be a symbolical 
reminder of the image of the family unity and happiness for the future generations, 
and in this sense it will contribute to the reproduction of its ideals, imagery, and 
values. Indeed, the ritual’s importance in providing an occasion to create important 
family memories is often emphasized in mothers’ accounts of the celebration in the 
media (online and print).42 

39. Sontag called family photographing “a rite of family life” in the sense that it records the 
achievements of the family members and of the family as entity (Sontag 1979, 8-9).

40. Sakamoto 1999, 123.
41. Source: www.na-na.no.blog.jp (as of 2013, June 20).
42. In this regard, Taguchi argues that the notion of “memory” gained importance in 

shichigosan because of the transient nature of the particular moment in the child’s 
growth. Accordingly – the author states – the celebration above all serves to capture 
the memory of this particular stage in the growth of the child (Taguchi 2015, 183).
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Chitoseame
Apart from the festive dress and the shrine visit, there is another ritual 

component that conveys the idea of ‘tradition’ and its association to the shichigosan 
ritual, and this is the candy-gift, the chitoseame (千歳飴). Today, the chitoseame can be 
seen as the “quintessential” food item symbolizing the ritual itself.43 The name itself 
means “thousand- year candy” and it alludes to the wish of long life for the child. It 
is also often offered by shrines as part of their gift sets for children observing the 
ritual at their premises. Its temporal separation – sold only during the period of the 
celebration during the months of October and November – renders the candy even 
more special and reinforces its association to the celebration. Similarly to the name 
shichigosan, the candy, too, is a product of the Tokugawa period.44 According to the 
popular legend, it was invented by a candy seller in the capital of Edo around the 
Genroku period (1688-1704) as a special gift to be offered to children celebrating 
their shichigosan.45 He named it chitoseame and both its name and the long narrow 
shape and pure white color were to symbolize longevity, auspiciousness, and purity.

The symbolism of chitoseame has not changed significantly since its creation. 
Today, for many adults the sight of chitoseame evokes emotional images and 
nostalgic memories of the celebration in their childhood. The symbolism 
encapsulated in chitoseame is further reinforced by the auspicious motifs that 
decorate the bag containing the candy sticks: shōchikubai (松竹梅),46 and animal 
motifs such as the crane (tsuru 鶴, also called chitosedori 千歳鳥, literally, ‘bird of a 
thousand years’) and the turtle (kame 亀, or ‘thousand-year turtle’ sennen kame 千
年亀), both associated with longevity, health, and luck. Apart from being seen as 
the symbol of the celebration, it is also a market product, being produced and sold 

43. Belk et al (1989) view “quintessence” as a notion closely linked to the sacralization 
process through which ordinary objects are transformed into extraordinary objects. 
The authors apply the term for modern consumer contexts. 

44. Ame, hard candies were a sweet common among the chōnin (townsmen) during the 
Tokugawa period. They were commonly sold during the festivals in the vicinities of 
popular shrines and temples and were given as offerings to gods and as gifts for festive 
occasions.

45. The author of popular stories (gesaku 戯作), Ryūtei Tanehiko (1783-1842), mentions 
this story in his work called Kangon shiryō (還魂紙料, 1825). Today the legend is often 
reproduced in media texts and campaigns of the sweet industry. 

46. Pine tree, bamboo and ume (Japanese plum tree) are symbols of auspiciousness and 
used as decorations during festivities. The pine tree is also venerated as a sacred tree 
and symbol for longevity and endurance.
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by multiple parties: shrines, photo studios, and supermarkets. The peak period of 
shichigosan, the month of November, represents one of the busiest periods of the year 
for the sweet industry as well as an important source of income.47 

Nowadays, many popular shrines create their own design of chitoseame bags 
as part of their effort to attract more families.48 This act can be viewed as an 
attempt to personalize a good that is today produced in a mass manufacturing 
process. Also, in many shrines chitoseame is packed by female shrine attendants 
in bags that bear designs representing the shrine. This is sometimes enhanced by 
shrines which order special design of their chitoseame bag decoration from famous 
designers. The most obvious reason for this is to attract more families, however, it 
can also be viewed as a personalization process following McCracken’s theory on 
the meaning transfer taking place on the modern marketplace.49 It is very common 
for objects manufactured in mass production systems to become personalized 
by consumers. In other words, consumers imbue objects acquired on the modern 
marketplace with special properties and thus turn them into personal objects. In 
this act of de-commodification, individuals (or institutions in this case) give their 
own definition (or complement the existing ones) to selected objects.50 The act of 
packing candy gifts in bags carrying special designs particular to the shrine can be 
also interpreted as an effort to personalize the gift.

The role of the religious institutions

Since the encounter between the secular and the religious often represents a 
problematic aspect in the interpretation of the rituals in our modern world, here 
I would briefly address the issue through an examination of the role of shrines in 

47. Preceded by Christmas, Valentine’s Day and hinamatsuri (Girls’ Festival). In 1980, 
Fujiya claimed an income of 200-300 million yen from the sale of chitoseame (source: 
weekly Shūkan Gendai 週刊現代 November 20, 1980). 

48. The Sankei news site reports every year on popular shrines preparing chitoseame bags 
for the approaching celebration. The work is usually done by the miko. See for example 
Ikuta Jinja 生田神社 (Kobe’s major shrine) that prepares around 3000 bags every year.
(Source: http://www.sankei.com/west/news/151011/wst1510110055-n1.html (last 
access January 2019).

49. McCracken 1986.
50. Wallendorf and Arnould (1991) show how women give individual touches to the 

festive feast by transforming some of the ingredients of which most of the items today 
are purchased as mass-produced commodities. The authors interpret this activity as 
personalization or decommodification.
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the shichigosan ritual.51 Japanese religious institutions provide a valid symbolic and/
or spiritual frame that draws on the cosmology that has long defined the worldview 
and lives of the Japanese. In the Japanese religious context single ritual events are not 
always strictly appropriated by one religion or another. In fact, shichigosan, as most 
life-cycle events, traditionally belongs to the domain of Shinto, but there are several 
Buddhist temples, especially those with a reputation of safeguarding fertility related 
life events, that cater to the ritual. 

Generally, scholarly texts claim that the shrine (temple) worship represents 
the “real” and “genuine” meaning of the observance without which the celebration 
can be regarded as a merely consumer act.52 However, it must be emphasized 
that the shrine or temple worship was not always seen as an inherent element of 
the celebration. In the case of childhood rituals, whether a visit to the ujigami 氏
神 (patron deity of the community) shrine was made, as part of the observance, 
depended on the local custom. The celebration of other childhood rites, such as the 
mikka iwai 三日祝い, oshichiya53 お七夜, kuizome54 食い初め, hatsutanjō (初誕生),55 and 
hatsusekku (初節句),56 were mostly family and community affairs.57 The first shrine 
visit of the baby, hatsumiyamairi 初宮参り, is an exception to this custom, as the main 
function of this ritual was the integration of the baby as a newcomer to the religious 

51. It has been argued that in Japan and in East Asia more generally, the secular and 
the religious are not so clearly separated. Fitzgerald argues that the secular-sacred 
distinction is not applicable to Japan and that other analytical categories should be 
searched for. The author proposes “ritual” as a useful category for analysis (Fitzgerald 
2003, 2004).  

52. For practical and other reasons, families sometimes decide to omit the shrine visit. In 
this case they usually do the photographing and join for a festive meal. See more on this 
in Papp 2013 and 2016.

53. The ‘third-day rite’ (mikka iwai) and the ‘seventh-day rite’ (oshichiya) were observed on 
the third and seventh day after birth with the scope to welcome the baby in the family.

54. Kuizome, ‘first solid food’. It marks the period when the baby starts to take its first 
solid food, indicating the beginning of the weaning period. 

55. The baby’s first birthday was an exception to the custom that did not mark individual 
birthdays in Japan. 

56. The first seasonal festival of the child. Here it refers to the Girls’ Festival (momo no 
sekku 桃の節句 or hina matsuri 雛祭り) and the Boys’ Festival (tango no sekku 端午の節句 
or koinobori 鯉幟). 

57. There are exceptions to this, for example the jūsanmairi 十三参り, a rite observed at 
13 years of age, that is closely linked to Kokūzō Bosatsu 虚空蔵菩薩 (Ākāśagarbha 
Bodhisattva), the principal image of Buddha in the Hōrinji 法輪寺 in Kyoto.  
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58. It also marked the end of the taboo clearing period (imiake 忌明け) as birth brought 
about ritual contamination for both the child and mother (Ōtō 1983, 17).

59. See more on this in Papp 2016. Ishii (2000) gives an interpretation of a similar trend at 
the observance of the New Year’s prayer. 

60. The presence or lack of the ujigami belief in the lives of the Japanese appear in 
contemporary scholarly surveys among the indicators of religiosity. See for example the 
Kokugakuin survey on the religious consciousness in present-day Japan (Kokugakuin 
2006).

community.58 But in the majority of childhood rites of passage, shrine worship was 
not seen as integral to the ritual, even though prayers and offerings to the kami 
within the family home were usually part of the observances. 

The visit to the shrine became a popular part of the shichigosan observance in the 
aforementioned urban Edo celebration pattern. In the traditional rural variations, 
childhood age celebrations were often linked to the ujigami-cult; consequently, if 
shrine visit was made, it was to the local ujigami shrine. On the contrary, in Edo, 
the trend was to visit one of the town’s popular and famous shrines (or temples) 
instead of the ujigami shrine. A similar trend is today discernible in hatsumiyamiri, 
where, according to surveys by Ishii (2009) and Taguchi (2015), families choose the 
site of shrine worship based on convenience, reputation, and personal preferences. 
This development is also reflected in surveys by childrearing magazines and online 
sites.59 However, in scholarly approaches the trend of choosing one of the popular 
shrines instead of the tutelary shrine is often interpreted as the demonstration of a 
discontinuity between the contemporary and the previous, or ‘traditional,’ patterns 
of rituals, implying a discontinuity of the original, if not ‘authentic’ meaning 
and role of the ritual.60 I argue, however, that this interpretation diminishes the 
significance of the phenomenon and that the shrine worship, whether or not in the 
ujigami shrine, continues to play an important role in the celebrations. It definitely 
represents a meaningful act for the observers and it should be interpreted on 
multiple levels where practicality, convenience, and spiritual fulfilment can all play 
a part. Generally, it can be said that popular shrines and temples which enshrine 
deities that are highly regarded by observers give strength to the wishes that 
families have for their children – and the expression of these wishes represent an 
important function of shichigosan. At the same time, famous shrines and temples 
assure visibility to the ritual, hence, they elevate the status of the event. However, 
considerations such as convenience, easy access to the shrine or the availability of 
parking have become a priority in urban lifestyle in Japan. This aspect becomes even 
more important in the case of early childhood rituals if we consider the young age of 
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61. Purification rituals are available to families upon request and usually for a fee. 
Shichigosan families either opt for the simple individual prayer (the majority) or they 
combine it with the purification rite (in shrines where this is available). 

62. The account was constructed mainly based on the interview with Mr. Daimaru, 
resident priest of Meiji Jingū. I also conducted interviews with the employees of the 
indoor rental studio. 

children. Families usually pay much attention when choosing the place of worship 
and weigh a range of factors before the decision. Ultimately, the aim is to create a 
rewarding and memorable occasion for the whole family and the shrine’s or temple’s 
reputation, location, together with the services it may offer, are all seen as important 
aspects in the achievement of this aim.

The services that several Shinto shrines provide reach beyond the worship. 
Several major shrines offer shichigosan packages that copy similar service packages 
provided by commercial facilities (photo studios, beauty salons, hotels and 
restaurants), with the only difference being the inclusion of the prayer and/or 
purification ritual.61 This development started in the second half of the last century 
when the separation of religion and state (defined by the 1947 Constitution) placed 
a considerable financial stress on the religious institutions. Today, worshippers’ 
contributions in the form of offerings and fees paid for the rituals (and for amulets 
and charms), represent a major source of income for shrines and temples. However, 
following the decrease in childbirth in the 1980s, shrines and temples found 
themselves having to compete for children and families, and as a consequence, 
many decided to introduce a fee for the purification rite for shichigosan, and some 
introduced service packages to attract more observers. Indeed, the ‘commercial’ 
elements of these packages (clothing rental, photo service, beauty assistance) raise the 
attractiveness of the shrine in the eyes of the observers because of their convenience. 

This development is ref lected in the strategies of one of the most popular 
shrines in Tokyo, Meiji Jingū (明治神宮). This shrine is of a relatively recent origin, is 
centrally located in the Shibuya district and surrounded by a vast green park which 
provides a pleasant setting for visitors. Since its establishment the shrine continues 
to be a popular place for shichigosan worship. During the baby boom of the 1970s 
and early 1980s, thousands of children celebrated their shichigosan at the shrine 
and during this period there was no the necessity for priests to actively promote the 
observance. The situation started to change in the second half of the 1980s when 
the declining birth rate caused a sharp fall in the number of shichigosan observers.62 

This heavily affected the finances of the shrine. In the 1990s, therefore, the shrine 
launched a promotional campaign (primarily consisting of printed leaflets) and 
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63. Other shrines, too, apply strategies to secure their attractiveness for shichigosan visitors. Hie 
Jinja (日枝神社), in Tokyo, for example, claims to be the place where the ‘first shichigosan’ 
was observed by the members of the Tokugawa family at the end of the 17th century.

64. The first place is occupied by yakudoshi (ritual to avoid bad luck during the 
unfortunate years).

65. The involvement of Japanese religious institutions in activities for ‘this worldly 
benefits’ (genze riyaku 現世利益) represents one of the major topics of the book by 
Reader and Tanabe (1998). With regard to Buddhism, Galen Amstutz (2012) shows 
that materialism and commerce have been part of Shin Buddhism since at least the 
early eighteenth century. See also Rambelli (2007) for important insights in the theme. 

66. Nelson (1997) argues that the capacity and willingness of Japanese religious institutions 
to embrace change help them to remain close to the everyday needs of the Japanese.

in 2003, it presented its first package of shichigosan services.63 Today, shichigosan 
is the second-most requested purification rite at Meiji Jingū.64 The shrine has its 
own indoor rental studio with a collection of shichigosan clothing that is refreshed 
every year in order to follow shifting trends in fashion and taste. Professional photo 
service is available at the premises. There are also smaller gift items included in 
the package, a memorial medal and chitoseame. In the promotion materials (print 
and on its homepage) the Meiji shrine uses a rhetoric fairly similar to that used by 
commercial agents.65 

Is there any difference between the religious part of the ritual and the part that 
takes place in the commercial setting? The answer largely differs on the approach 
one takes when examining the question. From the point of view of the effectiveness 
of the ritual, the above distinction ceases to have significance. Consequently, it can 
be said that from the observer’s viewpoint the distinction between the commercial 
and religious parts does not play a crucial role. Most families regard the so called 
‘commercial’ parts of shichigosan (photographing, feast consumed in a restaurant) 
equally important as the shrine worship. For the observer, the importance lays in 
whether the ritual experience fulfills his or her expectations and whether the ritual 
and its components are in harmony with his or her needs, ideals, and values. The 
enactment of shichigosan rites enable adults to connect with their deeply felt desire to 
promote the welfare of their children. Whether and how far this desire and emotion 
is linked with supernatural entities depends on the observer’s worldview and beliefs. 
The ritual, however, can be perceived as effective and compelling regardless of 
whether or not it is underpinned by a belief in supernatural entities.

The involvement of the shrines and temples in commercial activities, apart from 
deriving from economic necessities, also secures the continuing relevance of religious 
institutions in the lives of modern Japanese.66 Indeed, modern Japanese consumers 
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67. Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983.
68. Patterns of garments mainly reproduce aristocratic aesthetics and dress styles typical 

to the Heian imperial court or the Tokugawa period samurai class.

expect shrines and temples to offer the same basic values that they would expect 
from any other service provider: convenience and comfort. However, these aspects 
supplement the basic function of the religious institutions, which is to provide a 
valid symbolic infrastructure that works on multiple levels. They offer a spiritual 
context rooted in the religious and cultural history of the country. They act as 
spiritual guide for those who are in need. Apart from the spiritual aspect, they also 
represent cultural traditions recognizable to all Japanese; this acquires importance if 
we consider that the notion of tradition, be it rooted in history or (re)invented, plays 
an important role in the legitimization of rituals.67 In this sense, shrines and temples 
that are widely recognized as authorities of national culture and cultural tradition, 
lend authenticity to rituals. Many shrines which promote childhood rituals, such as 
shichigosan or miyamairi, use the concept of tradition in an active way, in particular 
in their promotional texts. While the style of the texts is very similar to the style 
used in commercial materials of the media and business sector, shrines and temples 
often emphasize the particular history of the institution and how this particular 
fact enhances or adds to the ritual experience. In Meiji Jingū’s promotional texts the 
description of the origins of shichigosan, as well as the of the promoted festive dress 
models, abound with references to the past, which is often glorified.68 

Ritual artefacts or consumer goods?

Whereas objects were always part of rituals, today many ritual artifacts are 
produced and sold within a modern economic system. Indeed, the emergence of 
modern ways of consumption can be interpreted as one of the most significant forces 
impacting ritual patterns, not only in Japan but worldwide. The various actors of 
the modern economic system, from the media to the retail and service sectors, all 
participate in the meaning-creation of these objects. The media often proposes 
new goods to be used in the ritual as well as new ways to use these objects. The 
service sector, too, regularly comes up with new services that are either accepted 
or refused by observers/consumers. However, it has to be underlined that in the 
past, too, changes in the economic system sometimes brought about important 
shifts in the symbolism of ritual objects. In the Japanese Buddhist context, for 
example, Rambelli shows how the economic development that saw an increasing 
commodification of objects in the Muromachi and Tokugawa periods moved 
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69. For example, the emergence of the tsukumogami phenomenon, the belief in the animate 
nature of old objects and the associated rituals of disposal of used and exhausted 
objects is explained by the author in these terms (Rambelli 2007, 245-247).  

70. McCracken 1986.
71. I deal with this aspect in depth in Papp 2016. 

Buddhist institutions to react and attempt to reinforce their relationship to Japanese 
people and their relevance in their everyday lives.69 

The interpretative challenge posed by observances such as shichigosan (and 
other rites of passage and seasonal observances), is intriguing because of the need 
to take into account the dense consumer culture that surrounds contemporary 
ritual practice. However, the analysis should not focus on the source from which 
the ritual objects derive, instead it should focus on the use observers make of these 
goods during (and before/after) the ritual act. The contexts in which these goods are 
produced and/or offered gain importance in the meaning-creation process. In other 
words, the various actors that influence the ritual practice, among them religious 
institutions, commercial agents, and the media, contribute to the process in which 
objects are vested with symbolic meaning. McCracken’s theoretical insights on the 
cultural meaning of consumer goods can be helpful here.70 The author identifies 
the modern market as one of the main platforms where meaning appropriation 
and meaning transfer take place in the contemporary world. The cultural meaning 
that is located in the culturally constituted world becomes primarily visible and 
interpretable through goods. The goods are then appropriated by individuals/
consumers and in this way the transfer of meaning to the individual is completed. 
For McCracken, advertisements and the fashion industry are the two major systems 
where the connection between the culturally constituted world and consumer 
goods are made in the modern society. Designers, advertising directors, and 
magazines are all important actors in these systems. In shichigosan, too, advertisers, 
magazines, service providers, and religious institutions vest goods that are used 
in the ritual with cultural meaning which, however, needs to be in harmony with 
society’s culturally constituted world. In other words, it needs to draw on the 
history, belief systems and cultural knowledge of that particular society in order 
to find applicability in the lives of the observers. In present-day Japan, for example, 
childhood magazines’ authority in childrearing issues is widely recognized by 
Japanese mothers. Indeed, shifts in the interpretation of children’s rituals as well 
as in the popularity of single rituals often depend on the recommendations and 
promotional activities of these magazines.71 Also, new services and goods to be used 
in the celebration are often introduced in these magazines. 
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72. Miller 1987. In this regard, Miller says that behind this criticism we can find some 
idealistic and nostalgic way of thinking about the genuine way humanity lived in the 
distant past (before modernization) (Miller 1995, 16-22).

73. For concrete examples see the analysis of the epoch’s journals and other media articles 
in Papp 2016: 53-62.

Consumption and ritual seem to be antithetical and irreconcilable.72 Apart from 
the general criticism that surrounds consumption and consumerism in general, 
the problematic interpretation of change in ritual seems to underlie the criticism 
regarding consumption in ritual. Critical views on the impact of modernization as 
a threat to the ritual’s authenticity regularly emerged in discourses connected to 
shichigosan throughout its history. Already in the 18th century, the aforementioned 
poetic genre, senryū used a highly satiric and ironic tone to comment on sumptuous 
patterns and showy modes of celebration. Again, in the Taisho and Showa periods 
increasing consumption surrounding the ritual was judged by social commentators 
and journalists as diminishing the authenticity of the ritual and stripping away 
something true and honest from its meaning.73 

However, social change always affects the material world and the transformation 
of socioeconomic conditions and alterations in the value priorities of individuals 
generate new needs and preferences. This becomes necessarily ref lected in the 
function that rituals fulfill. In the case of shichigosan, the changed value hierarchy 
of the Edo urban population brought about significant shifts in the ways the 
celebration was carried out. On the one hand, the multifarious rural patterns 
became unified and standardized. On the other hand, the meaning system of the 
ritual’s components underwent a shift. The old meanings emphasizing the function 
of the childrens’ age celebrations as a rite of passage became coupled with new 
meanings. Rituals became occasions to also express wealth, status, and taste; this 
became visible in the more lavish manners, pompous dresses and accessories, as 
well as with the choice of the shrine. The ‘rank’ of the shrine, or its central location 
provided the visibility that was necessary for the social display. 

Despite these added properties, the ritual did not cease to fulfill its function to 
mark another step in the growth of the child. The celebration continued to embrace 
the augural wishes of the families for their offspring and their hopes for good health 
and happiness. Again, a major change in the 1960s occurred in the celebration 
mode. Urbanization and the consequent standardization of customs and lifestyle 
throughout the country affected how the event was celebrated, and the urban modes 
of celebration – developed in the 18th century Edo capital – gradually pushed 
out the older rural variations. At the same time, the economic growth enabled an 
increasing number of families to spend more money on children, for example on 
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74. Expressions such as the ‘five-pocket child’ or ichiji gōkashugi (一児豪華主義) refer to 
excessive forms of indulgence and illustrate this social trend (Creighton 1994, 78-80). 
See also White 1987 and Tsuru 2005.

75. Between 1981 and 1999, the birth rate fell from 0.89 (in 1981) to 0.54, whereas 
the expenditure level doubled (General Affair Department, Sōmuchō, Survey on 
household economy (source: www.sumitomotrust.co.jp, accessed 2011, October 10).

76. Escalation of lavish modes of family feasts occurred in North American society in 
the early twentieth century, too. For a detailed description of this development see for 
example Schmidt (1995) and Pleck (2000). Pleck points out that in North American 
society, abundance and luxury came to be seen as symbols of family happiness (Pleck 
2000, 54-58).

77. Matsuoka 2003. 

education, childrearing goods, and celebrations. In the 1970s, the growth of the 
service sector added many new services and goods to the shichigosan celebration. 
The rental of dress became available and was offered together with packages that 
provided convenience and affordability. In the 1980s and 1990s, the decreasing 
birth rate intensified the focus on children in society and especially within the 
family. Fewer children were receiving attention, either symbolic or economic.74 
While the birth rate was steadily decreasing, expenditure levels of goods and 
services related to child-rearing grew substantially.75 This phenomenon together 
with the expanding consumer market contributed to the escalation of the celebration. 
Not only the popularity of shichigosan bears witness to this development, but the 
growing popularity of other early childhood rites, too.76 In this regard, Matsuoka 
speaks about the “commodification of child-rearing” (ikuji no shōhika 育児の商品化) 
and identifies the work of the media and the commercial sector as the main factor 
underlying the popularity (or revival) of these celebrations.77 

However, even though the marketplace appears as an important factor, 
individuals and families are not to be seen as passive actors manipulated by the 
market. Japanese families continue to express core values, social norms, identities, 
preferences, and other significant issues in their lives through the use of goods that 
today are available on the modern marketplace. The shichigosan dress of the children 
can be today purchased, rented or reused within the kin network according to the 
family’s preference and values. The Japanese-style dress conveys notions of cultural 
and national traditions, and at the same time it can express important family 
values, such as continuity and family unity. The celebration itself contributes in a 
significant way to the formation of the family’s identity. With fewer children in the 
society, the role of family celebrations increases because these celebrations provide 
significant and rare occasions when the family can show itself as a family to itself, 
the wider kin, and the public. 
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78. Bell 2009, 210. On the theme of change in ritual see also Stausberg 2004.  
79. Grimes 1982, 549. See also Grimes 2013.

The issue of change in ritual is a problematic issue that is the topic of much 
scholarly and public debate. The appropriate ways to adapt “traditions of worship 
to shifting social and spiritual realities” often raises questions in both religious and 
non-religious settings.78 This is also because adherence to an unchanging stable 
pattern, and in general to ‘tradition,’ is commonly judged as the legitimating force 
of the ritual’s authenticity. When it comes to modernization, the issue of change 
is even more problematic since modernization is thought to be a major force that 
caused large-scale de-ritualization in the modern world. However, today we see that 
there are a number of rituals that continue to be performed in a modern context, a 
phenomenon which Japan exemplifies. Ritual culture, while today characterized by 
fewer ritual performances compared to the past, continues to be an important part 
of the everyday life of the Japanese. 

Conclusions

In this paper I endeavored to demonstrate how a ritual is constructed through of 
the use of objects and how this is subject to change. Ritual needs to be understood 
as an ever-changing process, whereas the “receptivity”, in other words  the ritual’s 
capability to communicate values and ideas, determines the decline or success of a 
ritual practice.79 This “receptivity” often depends on the viability of the messages 
(meanings) that are encapsulated in objects used for the ritual. 

Looking at the evolution of childhood rituals we see that shichigosan is an 
example of a ritual in which change has been successfully integrated so far. Its 
contemporary pattern seems to suit the needs of the modern Japanese family and 
the popularity of the celebration bears witness to it. There are two particular 
moments in its history that fueled change: the 17-18th century Tokugawa period 
and the twentieth century postwar development. Today the celebration pattern and 
the meaning and use of objects in the ritual are shaped through dynamic interaction 
between the individual actors in the family, in the marketplace (shops, photo 
studios, restaurants), and religious institutions (shrines and temples), with the media 
playing an intermediary role. The material requisites of the ritual are all subject 
to this interaction but at the same time, the determining factor is the capability of 
the single components of the ritual and the ritual as a whole, to express values and 
meanings that are inherent to the needs of the families. Accordingly, although the 
meaning and use of ritual objects are apparently shaped by ‘external’ actors, this 
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80. It can be also interpreted as an act of “personalization” during which mothers (or 
other family members) give their personal touch to the celebration. Mothers are thus 
“producing” the ritual event or we can say, they actively take part in the “production” or 
creation of the ritual. 

‘shaping’ needs to occur in accordance and harmony with observers’ needs as well as 
with the more general cultural values. 

Also, individuals vest objects with ‘extra’ layers of meaning (family line, heritage, 
taste, memory, family unity, etc.). Ultimately, these objects will be treated as ‘sacred’ 
by the observer and will contribute to the overall meaning of the ritual event. The 
fact that the vast majority of objects today originate from the marketplace and are 
produced industrially, does not change their ability to be associated with symbolic 
meanings. Moreover, the vast amount of time, energy, and attention invested in 
preparing the many niceties of the celebration – mostly the responsibility of mothers 
– should not be overlooked. It testifies to the significance that the ritual event has 
in the lives of the families.80 The aim is to create a rewarding and meaningful ritual 
experience that would represent the ideals and expectations of the family and would 
ultimately create a pleasant memory for the child and the whole family. The choice 
of the child’s festive dress and accessories or the decision which shrine to visit and 
what kind of photo to take, all serve this purpose. 

In our effort to understand our material world and its ruling mechanisms, 
rituals represent a useful and important object of study because of the ritual’s 
potential to transform ordinary objects into symbolic (sacred) ones. Examining 
how the meaning system of ritual objects is constituted and how change affects this 
process reveal the way people relate to their material world over time. During their 
historical evolution, objects used in childhood rituals became goods and old and 
new elements joined together to contribute to the creation of a valid and effective 
ritual experience. Also, Japan can be viewed as a useful case for our understanding 
of modern forms of ritual. Not only because of the prevalence of the ritual mode of 
expression in the Japanese culture, but also because compared to Western culture, 
Japanese ritual practice is not conditioned by the sharp (and antagonistic) division 
between the secular and religious realms. The case study of shichigosan shows that 
ritual practice should be examined in its complexity and its study should take into 
account the fact that contemporary rituals are constructed from elements coming 
from diverse realms, conventionally viewed as religious and non-religious (or 
commercial). Therefore, a division of the ritual practice and experience into religious 
and non-religious (or commercial) parts may not be useful and effective.
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