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Reading ITkigami: exploring the process of
construction and interpretation of a death story

Hiroshi Yamazaki

This paper is a case study. It attempts to explore the process of
construction and interpretation of a death story. The case in focus is
Ikigami—a popular manga or Japanese graphic novel—that portrays how
young protagonists live their very last day prior to their death. They live in a
hypothetical nation where a particular law prevails, allowing the state to
randomly issue death sentences to people between the age of 18 to 24.
According to the state, this law has been enacted to raise awareness of
citizens to value their irreplaceable lives. The possibility of receiving a death
sentence is 0.1% and is notified by the delivery of an advance death
certificate—known in the story as ikigami—only 24 hours prior to one’s
death. The ikigami receivers die of a heart attack caused by bursting of a
nano-capsule, which was randomly injected to children when they entered
primary school.

The author of Ikigami, Motorou Mase notes that he intended to convey
two messages in this story. One is the preciousness of life. Mase conveys
this message by portraying youths who attempt to finally live up to their own
expectations, in the face of their imminent death. The other message is the
paradoxical and dreadful nature that any society has, yet often left unnoticed.
Mase conveys this second message by portraying through suffering of the
doomed youths in the fear of death inflicted upon them, and of the
deliveryman of ikigami who vacillates between confirming and denying the
raison d’état of his nation that randomly murders its own citizens.

However, the death story Ikigami packaged as a commodity gives a rather
different impression. The catch lines and readers’ critiques printed on the
book cover and banner place greater emphasis on Mase’s first message (the
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preciousness of life) by repeatedly stressing how one can be moved and
shed tears by reading this story. This shift in emphasis can be seen as a
reaction of the publisher’s view that Ikigami becomes more attractive to the
readers by packaging it as a touching human drama.

Whether or not that was the case, the advertisement lines affected how I
ultimately read Ikigami. Most Japanese bookstores sell newly published
manga wrapped in transparent plastic sheets to avoid customers prior to
purchase from reading contents of manga on spot which may circumvent
purchasing. Therefore, the only clue to the contents of Ikigami prior to
purchase was from the information available on the book cover and banner.
This condition shaped my preliminary reading of this death story as a
narrative that solely conveys Mase’s first message: preciousness of life. As I
read the actual episodes in Ikigami, my preliminary interpretation was
enforced. This was because within each episode I read the scenes portraying
Mase’s second message, the paradoxical and dreadful nature that any
society has yet often left unnoticed, were incomparably much less present
than the scenes portraying his first message.

As key concepts of media literacy have revealed us, all media are socially
constructed and carry particular values or ideologies that the producers wish
readers to internalize. To remain critical of such inculcating, we must
remember to focus on the process of construction and interpretation of
death stories that are so often normatively packaged as moving human
dramas that sell.
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