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Exploring the Omukae experiences of terminally
ill patients: a survey report on the bereaved
carers of hospice at home in Japan

Ryosuke Morooka
Izuru Aizawa
Shimon Tashiro
Takeshi Okabe

This paper is to show quantitative and qualitative data of Omukae
experiences in which a dying person meets the already dead relatives or
acquaintances; and then to consider the communicative significance of
Omaukae that resists any previously prevalent interpretation.

In the questionnaire survey we asked the bereaved carers about the
experiences of terminally ill patients receiving home hospice service. We got
366 responses (response rate is 57.5%), and 45.6% of them report Omukae
experiences. These experiences are not necessarily painful for the dying;
actually 45.8% seemed to react positively while 36.8% did negatively and 5.2%
showed mixed reactions toward the experience.

Although Omukae is usually interpreted in terms of the Buddhist concept
of Pure Land, this survey makes clear not only that there are elements of
ancestor worship but also that Omukae doesn’t need to involve any well-
defined religious worldview.

In addition, Omukae is different from near death experience which
happens only in a decreased consciousness level. Near death experience is
the experience received as offering clue for life after death or the other
world; in contrast, when narrating an Omukae experience, people are
concerned directly and primarily with the dying (died) patients. This is the
reason why Omukae experiences take the form of personal narratives which
meaning depends on the teller and listener’s relationship with the dying
(died).
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In the current situation of Japan, the medical diagnosis as delirium is
perhaps the most authoritative interpretation for Omukae. However, the
diagnosis of delirium qualifies Omukae as just a pathological hallucination,
so the experiences are deprived of communicative significance as rich and
valuable stories with which people reconfirm and recreate mutual bonds.

To the dying (died) and his/her caregivers, Omukae offers an
irreplaceable episode. Previous interpretations for Omukae tend to miss its
communicative significance because it does function as the source of story
regardless of “veridicality” or “objectivity” as an experience. The concept of
Omukae is to indicate the unique dimension of the experiences.
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