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The Diffusion Process of the Concept of Trauma in
Contemporary Japan, 1990s-2000s

Masahiro SATO"

This paper intends to analyze the diffusion process of the concept of trauma and PTSD in Japan
during the past quarter century. As some scholars have often pointed out, a primary trigger for the
dissemination of the knowledge about PTSD in Japan was the Great Hanshin Earthquake, occurred in
1995. However, since before the earthquake, there has been a growing public interest in the
psychological theory about child abuse and childhood trauma elicited by some non-fiction bestsellers
or TV dramas around 1990 in this country, and such cultural background drove the swift diffusion of
the concept of trauma and PTSD after 1995. In addition, from the late 1990s onward, intense media
coverages about PTSD associated with a wide range of incidents (such as large-scale accidents,
indiscriminate killings, traffic accidents, and stalking activities) arouse public attention to the concept
of trauma and emotional damages of human beings. In this paper, I describe the foregoing diffusion
process of the knowledge on psychic trauma in Japanese society and analyze this phenomenon from the
viewpoint of a social constructionist approach to social problems.

Keywords: Trauma, PTSD, Social constructionism

1. Introduction

Since the second half of the 1990s, Japanese society has witnessed a rapid increase in the use of
words like shinteki-gaisho or torauma (trauma) and diagnosis of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD),
although psychiatrists in Japan were quite unaccustomed to using these words until the mid-1990s.
These concepts began to circulate not only as a new “epidemic” mental illness but also as a broader
cultural phenomenon of modern Japanese society. In other words, the motifs of forauma have been used
repeatedly in Japanese popular culture since the 1990s, as in popular lyrics, novels, movies, and
television drama scripts.

Some critics have already analyzed this phenomenon as a transient vogue in Japanese popular
culture (Saito Tamaki, 2003; Kayama, 2000). However, although it has been more than twenty years
since these concepts were first introduced in Japan, they continue to be widely accepted in society, never
to be blown out our ears as a transient “cant.” For example, Konishi Takako, a famous Japanese
psychiatrist and one of the central authorities on trauma studies in Japan, pointed out that contemporary
Japanese adolescents use the word forauma to express stressful events or emotionally challenging
experiences in everyday conversations (Konishi, 2001). In addition, according to the results of a
research conducted by the National Institute for Japanese Language in 2004, eight out of ten Japanese,
across all age groups over sixteen years of age, were aware of the term torauma (in katakana); 57.1%
stated that they comprehended the meaning of the word, while 44.7% stated that they had used the
word in that context.

" Associate Professor, Graduate School of Humanities and Social Sciences, Saitama University. Sociology.
! Inquiry for the Retention Rate of Foreign Words, http://pj.ninjal.ac.jp/gairaigo/Yoron/index_gojuuon.html.
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