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Medicine and Religion in Modern Japan:
An Institutional Backdrop of Japanese Thanatology

by Michiaki OKUYAMA

With the worldwide COVID-19 pandemic outbreak in 2020, a critical
interest in the current situation of the Japanese medical system has been
emerging. The modern Japanese medical system had not drawn much seri-
ous criticism before this pandemic, but this event has created a suitable
occasion for reflection on it. Such reflection is also a chance to clarify the
institutional backdrop of thanatology in Japan.

Modernization of the medical system started in Japan in the late 19th
century, and then around the beginning of the 20th century, the Japanese
government attempted to readjust its medical system to improve the health
of the general public. This was done through the institutionalization of
the medical profession, of hospitals and other medical facilities, and of
the medical education system. After WWII, the postwar rebuilding of the
medical system was enabled by the government alongside the establish-
ment of other social security systems. Around 1980, early examples of
thanatological activities started in two Protestant hospitals, one in Osaka,
and the other in Hamamatsu, Shizuoka. They were followed by the growth
of palliative medicine nationwide from around 1990 onwards.

The current situation surrounding thanatology in Japan can be seen
partly in the presence of palliative care hospitals, some of which have
been established and managed by religiously-affiliated medical organiza-
tions. Some contributions by religious organizations to the field of medi-
cine also can be seen in the establishment and management of universities
that offer majors in medicine or in other related areas. In this article, a
summary of activities related to thanatology in those 37 hospitals and 35
universities is presented. By knowing information of this kind, readers can
further understand the institutional backdrop of Japanese thanatology.
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