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 Often, a country’s success is measured by its ability to develop over time, and how that 

development has worked into their society both economically, socially, and educationally. 

However, data shows that as countries become more developed, their rate of suicide jumps as 

well. A strong example of this is Japan, who has woefully boasted one of the highest suicide rates 

of all developed countries for decades, along with Hungary and South Korea (World Health 

Organization). Although looked down upon overall, Japan’s slow acceptance of suicide in 

mainstream culture is leading the country down a dangerous path. This acceptance, along with 

the Japanese culture’s overwhelming demand on individuals to succeed, are the reasons why 

suicide has become an all-too-familiar means to an end.

 The idea of suicide is something that is engrained into each individual culture. It is a term 

that can bring about notions of disgust, as well as ideas of freedom and independence, from 

different inhabitants within different social groups. However, before you can examine a specific 

group, you must first understand what suicide is.

 Although it can be hard to define, the current understanding of suicide within the 

anthropological community is “a death for which responsibility is socially attributed to the dead 

person,” (La Fontaine, p. 82). The current definition is often interpreted differently depending on 

the researcher, however, and does not answer all questions pertaining to certain events. For 

example, La Fontaine cited the Yuit Eskimo in the Handbook for the Study of Suicide, who often 

decide to die in order to save the life of a close friend. They may also die to acquire prestige 
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among the community. This death then becomes a public ceremony, and they are physically 

killed by their closest kinsman, who is ritually purified of the killing after the execution. 

 This type of case is where the anthropological definition does not do all cultures justice, 

because some may attribute responsibility to the victim, who decided that they wanted to die. 

However, others may place some responsibility in their kinsman, who is the actual killer. This is 

very similar to the global debates surrounding assisted suicide and human euthanasia, which 

carry much of the same debate over morality and responsibility. 

 Though its relevance seems to decrease with age, Émile Durkheim’s world-renowned 

study on suicide broke the different kinds of suicide down into four types: altruistic, anomic, 

egoistic, and fatalistic. Altruistic suicide victims display a high degree of conformity and strong 

sense of responsibility, especially to a group or organization. They have substantial 

communication within that group, and may kill his or herself due to a high sense of obligation, or 

possibly receive joy from the act if it is for the good of the group. An example of this would be 

religious extremists, cults, and select military groups. 

 Anomic suicide is brought about due to a wish to conform to social expectations, and a 

loss of shame and obligation. Someone that constantly compares him or herself to others who 

have more, or maintains an “ego-ideal” fall into this category. Egoistic suicide is almost the 

opposite. It is an absence of integration into society, in which the person’s own goals are 

considered more important than social goals. They are nonconformists with minimal 

communication and difficulty finding meaning to life in tough situations. Fatalistic suicide is 

much more common in Japan than in the Western world, and consists of a loss of group and 

personal goals, as well as a strong conformity to social norms. Strong sense of shame and a low 
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degree of self-expression bring about feelings that the future will be meaningless and frightful. 

They may also harbor a desire to be killed at some point.

 Another issue surrounding anthropologists and suicide is the personal vendettas 

surrounding its investigation. The nature of the researcher may be to want to help the person who 

is contemplating suicide, however, this would be bringing in your own cultures’ values and 

beliefs, which tarnishes the study. Though many cultures frown upon the idea of taking one’s 

own life, others like the ability to do so because it demonstrates freedom of choice. This liberal 

ideology of suicide, along with Buddhist teachings of life after death, are major instigators for 

the increased rates of suicide throughout Japan.

 Japan may not have the highest number of suicides, by total or ratio, in the world, though 

it’s numbers are still just as alarming due to the developmental state its culture is currently in. 

According to several studies, the number of suicides has steadily increased throughout Japan 

since 1998, when it was already at a high number of 30,000 (Shiho, et., 2005). The number is so 

high, in fact, that it is three times higher than the number of deaths by traffic accidents in the 

same country. Charts 1 and 2 display Japan’s statistics between 1950 and 2007 by gender and age 

group for suicide, and Table 1 gives a more thorough analysis of the most recent year studied, 

2007. 

 The only major statistics not displayed in the graphs are marital status and employment 

status at the time of death. Although I was unable to find scholarly or reliable data on these two 

factors, there are many studies that recognize the importance marriage and business play on 

suicide rates in Japan. For instance, the most common cause for suicide in Japan is actual or 

expected financial difficulties (Iga, 1996). The second highest is “family issues.”
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 There are many ways that suicide is commonly committed in Japan, with poison or 

sleeping pills topping the list. Hanging is also still very common in the country, as are some 

more unusual tactics such as being struck by a moving train, accounting for as much as 8 percent 

of the annual suicides. Another very controversial way of committing suicide is through oyako 

shinju, or parent-child suicide.

 Parent-child suicide has been a popular method for over a century in Japan, although it is 

now illegal, carrying a sentence of up to five years. However, the attitude within traditional 

Japanese culture is still one of acceptance to the act, which is a way of keeping your family from 

experiencing shame after your death (Iga, 1996). Though the act has dipped in popularity in 

recent years, it was very popular in the 1950s and 1960s, accounting for an average of two 

different cases every three days (Iga, 1996). 

 Shame and insecurity will often haunt families who encounter a death or criminal within 

them. This is one significant reason why parents may kill their children when they decide to 

commit suicide. Another reason is to keep them from becoming orphans. Orphanages are still not 

considered proper parenting in Japan, and thus the children that come from them will forever be 

prejudiced against. They’re often considered distrustful because of their lack of parental security 

and will often not be granted jobs that require the handling of money (Iga, 1996). Women will 

often commit suicide if a divorce is on the horizon, because the family is considered to be one of 

the most important social groups within Japanese culture. Divorcees are rare to get work after the 

split, will not be allowed to return to their parents’ home due to the stigma, and will sometimes 

have to turn to sexual favors to feed their children (Iga, 1996). This creates the urge to escape the 

humiliation all-together by killing one’s self and children. 

5



 This idea of parent-child suicide is one that is not strictly contained in Japanese culture, 

but there culture is the most well-known for it. The main reason for this is the traditional values 

that most citizens hold dear, and often shy away from change of morays and customs due to their 

predefined destiny. The Japanese culture is one that is known for being extremely consumed with 

success. Their futures are decided at a very early age, sometimes as early as ten years old, when 

they begin to take school entrance exams. The most important of these is the college entrance 

exam, which will decide your career and life afterward in most cases (Iga and Tatai, p. 264). 

 The strain put on students to succeed is so great that almost all students enroll in Juku, or 

Cram schools, which add an additional 2-6 hours of schooling onto each day simply to get 

students prepared for their exams. After college, the pressures in business are no less. Extreme 

competition is often the only way to succeed and move up in a company, as it is rare for someone 

to leave a company and start at a new one during their life. However, the pay is not as important 

as the stability of the job for most workers. Your family’s stability as a whole is something the 

Japanese take great pride in, and if a job is lost, it looks very bad to the community, and is a big 

precursor for a suicide risk among Japan’s citizens. 

 Although Japan is a traditional society, the competition and intense strive for success is in 

direct opposition to their Buddhist faith, the principles that built the society they now live within. 

In fact, Buddhism calls for serenity to be the only way to escape the materialistic society that 

most people live within today. For Buddhists, their life on Earth is simply the beginning of a 

much longer life in the “Pure Land,” (Iga, 1995). Death is considered a salvation, and the faith 

does not ban suicide like Christianity. Though it does not consider suicide honorable, it does 

consider it the best escape from certain situations, and can even be the best way to express 
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sincerity to a group. In Buddhism, to become totally sincere to a group, you must eliminate the 

“self,” or in other words, commit suicide (Iga and Tatai, 1975). 

 This idea of suicide as a sort of ritualistic event is not very common in Japan anymore, 

though their perception of suicide is still very relaxed. Traditionally, they do not see suicide as a 

social issue, but instead a necessary choice made by the individual. Recently, the new democracy 

that is attempting to be implemented has added liberal thoughts to many citizens’ minds. 

However, this has not made them think of suicide in a more Western manner, seeing it as a 

devastating event. Instead, they have become more keen on the choice of life or death, and how 

suicide is one choice that is completely up to the individual. 

 This thought process has made it harder for potential suicide victims, however, as it 

mixes a traditional view and modern view of suicide in Japanese society, neither of which 

directly object to the matter. Their wish for success and fun, the two elements lacking from most 

victims’ lives, makes for a greater discrepancy between aspiration and their own self-awareness. 

The lack of success that drove the subject to have suicidal thoughts gives them a negative view 

of life, because success is the most important element in Japanese culture. This view of life and 

their failing of desire to escape death leads them to want to rid themselves from competition 

without disturbing social order, thus committing suicide. Suicide is a type of death that is not 

thought to disrupt the social order within a group or society in Japan, because the death was 

wanted, and was committed by someone considered a failure. 

 Traditionally, suicide has such a wide acceptance around Japan that in 1969, a study 

reported that 28% of college students in Japan believed that suicide was a good thing (Flinn, 

1969, p.20). This statistic, coupled with another that says that 18-24-year olds have the highest 
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percentage of all in seeing “little hope and joy in life,” (Kurihara, 1981) makes for a dangerous 

combination within a single society. The two statistics go together well, but in a way that 

promotes suicide in Japan’s youth. 

 Another trait within Japan’s culture affecting their liberal ideas toward suicide is their 

belief in turning a “blind eye” toward people who are in trouble or are not successful, for fear 

that they may turn to them for help later on (Trumbull, 1958, p. 74). They look at failed or 

depressed people as a parasite for their own success, and because of its importance in their 

culture, they will not risk it.

 Their idea of suicide as a choice can also be seen in the entertainment value and media 

available for potential victims. The Complete Manual of Suicide, a book by Wataru Tsurami, 

gives step-by-step instructions of different ways for Japanese citizens to kill themselves, 

including the best places in Japan to perform the act, the pain it will cause, the impact on other 

people, and the effort of preparation required. The book’s contents are controversial, even in 

Japan, but the book still has managed to sell over 1 million copies, many of which were found 

next to suicide victims’ bodies. 

 Another new phenomena the Japanese have access to is internet chat rooms and internet 

suicide clans, both of which help people who may be wavering commit suicide. Internet clans 

will often form group suicides, sometimes meeting to commit suicide, other times meeting in 

such an informal medium as Skype. In the majority of the instances they commit suicide at the 

same time, coaching each other along the way and helping each other get over the natural hurdles 

of killing one’s self. 
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 These different elements within Japan’s culture help to answer the question of why 

Japan’s suicide rate is so high. I believe the first instigator in their high rate is the Japanese 

people’s way of shying away from giving help to others in need. They believe that depression is 

a weakness, something that will simply interfere with their path to success. Emotions and 

problems must be handled by the individual, and are often not something that is looked at as 

needing group intervention. 

 The suicide rate is also high because they simply do not see suicide as a problem within 

their culture. “In Japan, suicide has traditionally been an accepted, if not welcomed, way of 

solving a serious problem,” (Iga, 1993, p. 301). Religiously, suicide can be accepted as it passes 

the individual over to the “Pure Land,” while traditionally, it is accepted because it removes you 

from shame and obligation due to a failure, something not tolerated within their culture. Parent-

child suicide is a strong example of the traditional belief, as women and men both seem to have 

high rates of agreement in believing that removing one’s self and family from shame due to 

divorce or business failure can be better than the suffering felt throughout their lives. 

 American anthropologist, Ruth Benedict, explains Japan’s view of suicide in a strong 

statement in her book, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword (1974):

 The most extreme aggressive action a modern Japanese takes against himself is 

 suicide. Suicide, properly done, will, according to their tenets, clear his name and 

 reinstate his memory. American condemnation of suicide makes self-destruction  only a 

desperate submission to despair, but the Japanese respect for it allows it  to be an honorable 

and purposeful act. In certain situations it is the most  honorable course to take in giri 

(duty or obligation) to one’s name. (p. 166)

9



This outlines how the Japanese believe that suicide can be honorable, part because of the 

removal of shame and obligation, and part because of their religious beliefs of the afterlife. 

 Another aspect leading to the increased acceptance of suicide as a means to an end for the 

Japanese is their attitude toward other social norms. They have a very strong belief in the 

strength of marriage, career, and future generations, and because of this they feel that anything 

getting in the way is a travesty. The social development of these three things is much more 

important than personal emotions of others, as well as any breakage in these three social issues 

can become a large personal issue to anyone involved. 

 Though their culture may accept suicide, one of the leading provoking factors is the 

pressure to succeed within their society. The first indication of this is that statistically, 

unemployed people by far have the highest suicide rate. This is displayed in the article, “Suicide 

in Japan: Present Condition and Prevention Measures.” In 2003, 15,117 of the nearly 30,000 

people that committed suicide were presently unemployed, compared to 7,470 that were 

employed, and 4,089 that were self-employed (Shiho, et. 2005). This statistic reiterates the 

importance placed on success and financial stability within the society, where an unemployed 

person is considered a failure and it become socially acceptable that they kill themselves. 

 Another factor that falls into line with the business-end of competition is that suicide rates 

jump during Japan’s tough economic times. This can be seen in Chart 2, where the suicide rates 

spike for different economic reasons. In 1955, Japan began a quick transformation from an 

agricultural society to an industrial one, leaving many farmers coping with the loss of work. This 

was also right after World War II, when Japan’s citizens had to get back on their feet and get their 

lives back together. The new millennium brought about a huge economic bust for the Japanese, 
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which they are still left with today. The economic bubble created in the late 1980s burst, and 

since then the country has been dealing with an extended deflation of their economy, causing 

many people to lose their jobs as interest rates and financing near zero-percent (Federal Reserve 

Bank of San Francisco, 2006). The only jump in suicides that I have not been able to explain is 

the one that occurred in 1985, when the economy was booming. This was near a time when they 

no longer had to rely on exports, and most aspects of their economy were over-valued. 

 The pressures to succeed also trickle down to the childhood level, as many youth in Japan 

feel stresses over their schoolwork as well as their future. This is mostly due to the large 

emphasis placed on their school entrance exams, which essentially can depict the child’s life 

from then on. In fact, the three main causes for youth suicide are: examination problems, 

schoolwork difficulty, and “being scolded,” (Iga and Tatai, 1975). The last reason also gives light 

to the importance of following the rules set forth and obeying your superiors, something that is 

stressed in childhood, but also as adulthood approaches.

 The emphasis on competition can also lead to death within the Japanese culture. The 

word Karōshi, or death by overwork, is a cause of death much more common in Japan than other 

countries. It is often credited to people working extended amounts of overtime, and has led to 

many forms of Japanese legislation and labor laws. However, the death is often not the business’ 

fault. It is usually workers who are staying beyond their allotted work hours for no pay, to 

compete with other peers for advancement or promotion within the company, They believe the 

harder and longer they work, the better impression they will make on the boss. Though this is 

technically not considered suicide because of outside human forces affecting the decision, it does 
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show evidence of how much prominence is given to competition and the importance of having a 

stable job within Japan. 

 Although there are many cultural factors affecting the Japanese suicide rate, the 

government is beginning to look for ways to stop it, as they no longer want it to be a part of their 

identity and their culture. In 2001, Japan’s Ministry of Health and Welfare formed a conference 

on suicide prevention, followed by the “Special Committee on the Prevention of Suicide” being 

organized in 2002 (Shiho, et., 2005). They have also begun to implement strategies for suicide 

awareness in different prefectures, or communities, across the country, hoping for a change of 

heart among the people who find it socially acceptable. However, according to the statistics in 

Charts 1 and 2, it is evident that no significant change in the thoughts about the prevalence of 

suicide have begun. 

 Overall, I believe that through my research I have been able to show that Japan’s cultural 

negligence and acceptance of suicide, as well as the pressures placed on its citizens, have 

resulted in the high rate of suicide that has been present in the developed country for many years. 

Although prevention methods have begun, there is no sign of any significant change just yet, and 

more intense reform may be necessary. This belief of suicide is something engrained into their 

culture, both traditionally and religiously, and the same prevention methods used in the Western 

world may not be enough to make an entire cultural philosophy change. They will need a much 

larger campaign against suicide, as well as a push to lower the pressures placed on students and 

families. In doing this, they may be able to erase much of the tension that causes Japan’s citizens 

to look toward suicide for salvation. 
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